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‘[W]e should keep in mind the fact that leadership ethics is about 
more than academic research. Progress in this field has the potential 
to influence the way we select and develop leaders, who in turn 
affect the way all of us live and work.’ 
 
(Ciulla, 2013, p.xxxvii)  
 
 
Table of Contents 
 
A Care Ethical Perspective on the Leadership of Gurus  
Table of Contents 2 
Preface 4 
1. From Concern to Research Goal 7 
1.1 Personal Concerns & Introduction 7 
1.2 Social Relevance 7 
1.3 Scientific Relevance 10 
1.3.1. Lacuna 10 
1.3.2. Dissensus 12 
1.4 Research Questions 14 
1.5 Research Goal 15 
1.6 Reading Guide 15 
1.6.1 Overview 15 
1.6.2. Quality Criteria 16 
2. Theoretical Framework 18 
2.1 Care Ethics 18 
2.2 Care as a Practice 19 
2.3 Power: Dependence, Vulnerability & Inequality 20 
2.3.1. Tronto: Inequality and Care 20 
2.3.2. Walker: Unequal Power in Social and Moral Practices 22 
2.3.3 Conclusion 24 
2.4 Care Ethics and Leadership 25 
2.5 Care Ethics and Spirituality 26 
2.6 Conclusion 26 
3. A Care Ethical Perspective on Leadership 29 
3.1. Care Ethics as a Guide for Leadership 30 
3.1.1 The Caring Leader 32 
3.1.2 Risks and Drawbacks 34 
3.1.3 A More Radically Relational Stance 35 
3.2. Leadership & Power 37 
3.2.1. Mainstream Leadership Versus Equalization 37 
3.2.2. Space for More Equality 39 
 
 
3.3. Conclusion 42 
4. An Ethical Perspective on Guru Leadership 45 
4.1. Embodiment and Context of the Authors 45 
4.2. The power of the guru 46 
4.2.1. The Personality of the Guru 46 
4.2.2. (Partial) Surrender to the Guru 47 
4.2.3 Beyond society’s norms? 47 
4.2.4. The Guru’s Dependencies 48 
4.3. Unethical Leadership of the Guru 48 
4.4. Ethical Leadership of the Guru 51 
4.5. Critical analysis 53 
4.5. Conclusion 54 
5. Comparison 57 
5.1. Analysis 58 
5.2. The Guru as a Caring Leader? 62 
5.2.1. Incompatibilities 62 
5.2.2. Compatibilities 64 
5.2.3. Caring Guru Leadership: Risks, Solutions and Obstacles 66 
5.3. Suggestions for Caring Leadership 67 
5.4. Utilizing Insights from Tronto and Walker 68 
5.4.1. Utilizing Insights from Tronto 68 
5.4.2. Utilizing Insights from Walker 70 
5.5. ‘Stretching’ Tronto’s and Walker’s Views on Power 72 
5.5.1. Voluntarily Sharing Power 72 
5.5.2. Good Power and Useful Inequality 73 
5.6. Conclusion 73 
6. Discussion 77 
6.1. Five Aspects for Discussion 77 
6.1.1. Bad Versus Good Use of Power and the Question of Inequality 77 
6.1.2. Does the Guru also Decide what Ethical Leadership is? 82 
6.1.3. The All-knowing Guru? 83 
6.1.4. Leadership as a Care Practice? 84 
6.1.5. Different Gurus, Different Leadership 86 
6.2. Recommendations 88 
6.2.1. Ethical Guru Leadership 88 
6.2.2 Future Research 89 
6.3. Limitations 89 
 
 
6.3.1. Limited Generalizability 89 
6.3.2. Subjectivity and representation 90 
7. Conclusion 92 
References 94 
Appendix A: Literature Search 102 
Appendix B: Literature on Care Ethics and Leadership 107 
Appendix C: Definitions 108 
C.1. Leadership 108 
C.2. Guru 110 
Appendix D: Analysis Tables 111 
Appendix E: About the Author 112 




I chose my topic out of passion but soon enough got lost in the overwhelming ‘jungle’ of 
perspectives, sources of literature and all the different approaches I could take. Three months 
later than expected, I’m finally handing in my thesis. Although it feels like a relief, I do have 
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communities, research skills, and perseverance and humility. I want to thank my family, friends 
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1. From Concern to Research Goal 
1.1 Personal Concerns & Introduction 
In the years before I chose to pursue a master’s degree in care ethics, I was creating guided 
meditations for thousands of YouTube viewers and people from all over the world took part in 
my video courses on topics like happiness and relationship skills. Often I would wonder, ‘Who 
am I to tell people what is true or how to live their lives?’ Especially since I would disagree with 
my own content quite frequently, sometimes shortly after posting even. People might trust me, or 
somehow think my teachings are flawless, and I would not be able to live up to such 
expectations. Or even worse: I might put them on the wrong track and worsen their lives. I 
wanted to learn how to think critically about the leadership ethics I was involved in, and how to 
take good care of the people who followed me and my work. In this master’s thesis, I have the 
opportunity to explore this theme further.1 
 
1.2 Social Relevance 
As will be argued in this section, the social relevance of this research concerns the occurrence of 
unethical leadership.  
 
A short digression on the terms ‘leader’ and ‘leadership’ is necessary for clarity. In this research, 
a positional approach is followed to define the term ‘leader’, which means that the ‘leader is one 
who has an appointed or elected authority role within a group or organization’ (Laub, 2018, 
p.49). In accordance with Laub, ‘leadership’ is defined as ‘an intentional change process through 
which leaders and followers, joined by a shared purpose, initiate action to pursue a common 
vision.’ (p.62). For the full argument for these choices of definition, as well as for a more 








During the 2008/2009 economic crisis and bailouts of leading banks, trust in political and 
business leadership hit ‘an all-time low’ (Campbell, 2009). Yet, also before this economic crisis, 
Maak & Pless (2006) pointed to a crisis in legitimacy and trust in business leadership. About ten 
years later, trust in leaders was still described as ‘lost’ (Gallup, as cited in Atwijuka & Caldwell, 
2017), with British people believing that only 36% of business leaders and 19% of government 
ministers tell the truth (Ipsos, 2017). Similarly, trust in political leaders in the Netherlands is 
‘remaining low’ in 2019, though the percentage is better at 42% (CBS, as cited in Europa Nu, 
2019). 
 
Although this loss of trust in leadership might have to do with many factors (e.g., the collapse of 
banks during the economic crisis), one factor is probably unethical conduct (e.g., the banker 
bonuses that were handed out to executives nonetheless). Ciulla, professor and pioneer in the 
field of leadership ethics, describes how leadership can lead to moral failures and power abuse 
(in Ciulla, Uhl-Bien, & Werhane, 2013), as well as how leaders can be uncaring (Ciulla, 2009). 
 
A specific area in which unethical leadership is a problem for society is the area of religion and 
spirituality in which gurus operate. For this research, following Van der Braak (2006), ‘guru’ is 
defined as a teacher with a spiritual or religious message, and a crowd of followers2. One 
example of problematic leadership of gurus includes Jim Jones, leader of the Peoples Temple 
who was known to sexually abuse his followers and lead more than 900 people to suicide in 
1978 (Woollett, 2018). Another example is guru Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh who gathered 
hundreds of thousands of followers but was finally banned from the United States after criminal 
activities came to light in 1985, including the attempt of poisoning politicians, and manipulation 
of local elections (Van der Braak, 2006). Woollett (2018) points out the eagerness of the public 
to distance themselves from the victims by dismissing them as weak and gullible. While in 
reality, they were humans looking for ‘hardly kooky concepts’ like equality, meaning, and a 
better life. Professor of Buddhist philosophy André van der Braak, researched what distinguishes 
 
2
 This definition is based on Van de Braak (2006), whose perspective is relevant and studied for this research. 
Definitions of guru based on the Oxford dictionary (2019) and discussed by Jensen (2019) are either too narrow or 
too broad to be suitable for this research. For the full argument, as well as an elaboration of Van der Braak’s 
definition, see Appendix C. 
 
 
‘healthy gurus’, gurus whose ethical conduct benefits the spiritual growth of their followers, 
from ‘unhealthy gurus’, gurus who abuse their power and don’t contribute to the empowerment 
and spiritual growth of their followers. He makes a point similar to Woollett’s, saying that many 
of Bhagwan’s followers were, in fact, intellectuals (Van der Braak, 2006). It is important to note 
that the unethical leadership of gurus is not something of the past but remains persistent (Jensen, 
2019; Van der Braak, 2006). Philosopher Stine Jensen narrates her recent experience with being 
involuntarily drugged by a guru in France and reflects on the dangerous charisma of gurus 
(Jensen, 2019). 
 
But does power necessarily lead to power abuse, or could power also have a positive influence? 
Kunneman, philosopher and sociologist, sees room for ‘good power’: ‘power that is respectable 
because it contributes to safeguarding moral values and moral capital’ (Kunneman, 2012, trsl. 
EvdS). A contribution to the conceptualization of ethical and unethical leadership of gurus can 
be made by care ethics. Care ethics is a relatively young yet growing field of moral theorizing 
that asks the question of what good care is in particular situations while making use of critical 
insights like relationality, contextuality, power and position, and vulnerability (Leget, van 
Nistelrooij, & Visse, 2019).3 As leadership takes place in the relationship between leader and 
follower(s) (Maak & Pless, 2006), the theoretical lens of care ethics that emphasizes relationality 
(Sander-Staudt, n.d.), is, in this regard, well-suited to reflect on leadership. Care ethical 
reflection also includes a sensitivity to dependencies and power (Sander-Staudt, n.d.), thereby 
being in a position to reflect on what good care is in an unequal relationship like that of a leader 
and a follower. Thus, this research will contribute to a normative understanding of the leadership 
of gurus from a care ethical perspective, with special attention to the dimension of power in the 
unequal relationship between leader and follower. This might help gurus find an ethical way of 
leading their followers, and spiritual seekers or followers to distinguish between gurus who lead 




 A more detailed definition of care ethics can be found in the theoretical framework section. 
 
 
1.3 Scientific Relevance 
The scientific relevance of this research aims to be twofold and firstly concerns the limited 
number of studies done on the topics of (care) ethics and leadership (of gurus). However, the 
question is raised why the care ethical field contains so few studies on leadership (ethics), which 
reveals dissensus on the topic of leadership and power. Thus, the second concern of this research 
is to contribute to this debate. 
 
1.3.1. Lacuna 
There is a limited amount of studies done on the topics of (i) ethics and leadership, (ii) care 
ethics and leadership, and (iii) even more specifically: care ethics and the leadership of gurus. 
 
While much research has been done on leadership (Linstead, Fulop, & Lilley, 2009), it has 
mostly failed to explicitly take its ethical dimension into account, asking ‘what leadership is’, 
instead of ‘what good leadership is’ in the ethical sense (Ciulla, 2014; Kalshoven, as cited in 
Verweij, 2011; Simola, Barling, & Turner, 2010). Verweij goes so far as to say that paying 
attention to the ethical perspective in leadership research ‘is, unfortunately, something that is not 
done’ (Verwij, 2011, p.17). 
 
More specifically, the topic of leadership has not been researched much in combination with care 
or care ethics. According to Gabriel (2014), the concept of care has received inadequate attention 
in encyclopedias and handbooks on leadership. Studies that link leadership specifically to care 
ethics are rare (Simola, Barling, & Turner, 2012; my own literature search4); through my own 
search, I have been able to identify only 12 studies that explicitly use care ethics to reflect on 
leadership, as shown by the following flowchart of the search and selection process: 
 
Figure 1: Flowchart of literature search and selection.5 
 
4
 See appendix A 
5





The 12 studies on care ethics and leadership mostly expound theories on what leadership should 
be like when care ethics is used to inform the leadership practice. An elaboration on their content 




The amount of studies on the more specific topic of care ethics and leadership of gurus is even 
more limited. The aforementioned studies on care ethics and leadership do not have the more 
specific topic of leadership of gurus as their concern. Another literature search on care ethics and 
gurus did not result in any findings either.6  
 
1.3.2. Dissensus 
Why is leadership not a popular topic in the care ethical field? Two scholars who have played an 
influential role in the care ethical field, and have written specifically on politics and power, will 
now be examined as to why they have not written about leadership. 
 
Walker: Power of social and moral practices 
One prominent scholar who has sensitized care ethical scholars to power in the praxeological 
emergence of morality is Walker: ‘morality is collaborative; we construct and sustain it together 
(although (...) not by any means on equitable or voluntarily chosen terms)’ (Walker, 2007, p.10). 
The only place in her book Moral Understandings where she explicitly speaks about leaders is 
when analysing moral theorizing as a practice of authority: ‘Like social workers and religious 
leaders, teachers and scholars of ethics have powers to legitimize and even to enforce certain 
understandings of moral life’ (p.61, emphasis added). Thus she contends that leaders are in a 
position to more powerfully enforce certain moral understandings than marginalized others. She 
does write implicitly about leadership in her many reflections on power and authority. But 
instead of writing about the actions of individuals (such as leader and follower), she analyzes 
social and moral practices. These practices define the centre of power and have a self-reinforcing 
effect (e.g., p.60). Through social mechanisms, the authority often remains the authority while 
the marginalized often remain the marginalized (p.174-181). These mechanisms will be further 
discussed in Ch.2. So while she is concerned with power and authority, she starts her analyses 
not at the individual leader, but at the practices in which responsibilities get assigned to the 
authorities. Moreover, she is concerned with how ‘superior power’ can ‘silence its victims and 
 
6
 A search was carried out on March 27th of 2019, using the terms "care ethic*" guru* on WorldCat, Google 
Scholar, Scopus, and Web of Science, with extra accessibility provided by the University of Utrecht. 
 
 
declare itself above accounting just because in fact it can do so’ (p.233), thereby showing more 
interest in making transparent the ways power gets abused, than trusting the centre of power to 
concern themselves with leadership ethics. 
 
Tronto: Another framework for power 
Another prominent scholar is Tronto (1993, 2013) who has presented the care ethical field with 
political theory. Her political theory of care does not adhere to the mainstream framework of 
power as something that should be gained by the marginalized ones (Tronto, 1993, e.g. p.17-18). 
She contends that positions of power cannot easily change. When marginalized groups struggle 
for power, they can, in fact, only beg to be let into the inner circle of power (e.g. p.15), and 
furthermore, get stuck in the dichotomy of powerful/not powerful. Instead, she proposes to 
question the whole hierarchy framework in which power is something that should be obtained 
through struggle. Just like Walker, she follows a praxeological understanding of the social world, 
including politics and morality. Tronto then looks at care as practices that consume ‘large parts 
of our daily lives’ (p.111). In order for society to take care seriously as a value, a ‘radical 
rethinking of structures of power and privilege’ is required (pp.2-3). In her search to combat 
inequality and imagine a more caring society, she arrives at care as a central concept for politics 
(pp.157-180) and expounds her idea of the ‘caring democracy’ (Tronto, 2013) in which everyone 
should be equally involved to negotiate care responsibilities. This caring democracy is about 
citizens caring with each other, for each other and for democracy (p.x). Thus, leadership is not of 
specific interest to her project: ‘the conception of democracy I am using is not one that views 
democracy simply as a system for aggregating interests and choosing political leaders’ (p.x). The 
dominant understanding of leadership is hierarchical (Maak & Pless, 2006), which is precisely 
the old way of thinking about power that Tronto tries to transcend and to which she offers a more 
egalitarian alternative that does not benefit the powerful (Tronto, 1993, 2013). For these reasons, 
it is argued here that Tronto does not explicitly touch the topic of leadership. 
 
At the same time, both Walker and Tronto do acknowledge the existence of leaders. As leaders 
do play an important (i.e. powerful) role in society, it is important to reflect more on this subject. 
The insights of Tronto and Walker on power, politics, and ethics, can be put to use to reflect on 
leadership. While some of the studies of leadership and care ethics do base themselves partly on 
 
 
Tronto’s work (e.g., Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017; Verweij, 2011; Vetter, 2010), none of them do 
so in a critical way by deriving counter-arguments or risks to leadership from her work. A 
critical comparison of the studies that do focus on care ethics and leadership on the one hand, 
and the works of Tronto and Walker, on the other hand, can thus contribute to a further 
understanding of what care ethical perspective can be formed on leadership (of gurus). 
 
1.4 Research Questions 
Main question: 
What care ethical perspective can be formed on the normativity and power dimension of the 
leadership of gurus by comparing the existing literature on care ethics and leadership7, 
perspectives of Tronto and Walker on power, and the ethical perspectives of Jensen and Van der 
Braak on the leadership of gurus? 
 
Sub-questions: 
S1. A. Which care ethical perspectives have been generated on the normativity and power 
dimension of leadership by existing studies on care ethics and leadership8 and 
B. which insights can be derived from comparing these perspectives (S1-A) to the 
perspectives (on power) of Tronto and Walker? 
S2. Which ethical perspectives do Jensen and Van der Braak hold on the normativity and 
power dimension of the leadership of gurus? 
S3. To what insights does a comparison of the care ethical perspective on (the normativity 
and power dimension of) leadership (S1) and the ethical perspectives of Jensen and Van 




 See appendix B for the list of studies that combine care ethics and leadership. 
8
 See appendix B for the list of studies that combine care ethics and leadership. 
 
 
1.5 Research Goal 
The main goal of this research is to gain insights that contribute to the understanding of what 
ethical and unethical leadership of gurus is, by developing a care ethical perspective on this. This 
will include presenting the first overview of its sort of existing studies on care ethics and 
leadership. 
 
Furthermore, this research aims to enrich the various perspectives, which are studied for the main 
goal of this research, through comparison and cross-pollination. This firstly includes the sub-goal 
to enrich the current care ethical perspectives on leadership with the perspectives of Tronto and 
Walker, and vice versa. Secondly, to enrich the care ethical perspective on leadership with the 
non-care ethical perspectives of Jensen and Van der Braak on the leadership of gurus, and vice 
versa. 
 
With regards to the existing body of knowledge on care ethics and leadership (of gurus), the aim 
of this research is to progress this relatively under-researched field, as well as to contribute to the 
debate on what leadership ought to be, from a care ethical perspective. 
 
1.6 Reading Guide 
1.6.1 Overview 
The first chapter has introduced the personal, social, and scientific concern that lead to the main 
question on which care ethical perspective can be formed (with regards to normativity and 
power) on the leadership of gurus. The second chapter will first lay the foundations for this 
research by expounding the care ethical field that this research is part of, most notably including 
the theories of Tronto and Walker on power, relevant for this research. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 will 
each answer one sub-question. Ch.3 will summarize and compare the existing views on 
leadership and care ethics9 (I), and the views of Tronto and Walker on power (II). Ch.4 will 
 
9
 Literature list in Appendix B, methods of finding this literature in Appendix A. 
 
 
summarize and compare the ethical perspectives of Jensen and Van der Braak on the leadership 
of gurus (III). Next, Ch.5 will build the bridge between these three groups of literature by 
comparing them to see to what insights this leads, thus answering the third sub-question. 
Subsequently, Ch.6 will conclude by bringing the answers of the sub-questions together and 
answer the main question. Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 will each start with a more precise explanation 
of the analysis procedure that has been followed to answer the respective question. Finally, Ch.7 
will present the discussion in which the results of this research will be interpreted and assessed 
on their significance with regard to the research problem and other literature. 
 
1.6.2. Quality Criteria 
 
During the literature search, quality has been observed by paying attention to: 
● Extensiveness by using multiple search engines, and keyword combinations, and use of 
the snowballing method.10 
● Systematicity by keeping a record. This resulted in appendix A, which can be reviewed 
for further information. 
● Literature’s relevance to this research (topic). 
● Quality of literature (peer-reviewed, academic standing of the authors). 
 
Quality criteria with regard to the analysis: 
● Transparency for understanding and replicability; the analysis method is explained at the 
start of every results chapter. 
● A commitment to understanding the authors’ perspectives through close reading and 
truthful representation through detailed citations and use of quotes, so as to stay ‘close to 
the text’. 
● Open-mindedness to new (and possibly conflicting) perspectives by critical comparison 
of various literature sources, criticalness by ‘thinking against’ the literature, and 
creativity by ‘rethinking’ the literature and results.  
 
10






2. Theoretical Framework 
This care ethical theoretical framework will first of all briefly describe care ethics and the 
concept of care as a practice. Next, topics specifically important for this research will be 
discussed, including the care ethical perspectives on power of Tronto and Walker, care ethics and 
leadership, and care ethics and spirituality. 
 
2.1 Care Ethics 
The field of care ethics finds its origins with Gilligan (1982) contrasting justice ethics with a 
different moral voice; the care ethical voice that takes into account the context and relationships 
in which ethical problems are embedded. Held describes this contrast as justice ethics being 
preoccupied with rationality, impartiality, universality, and autonomy, while care ethics is based 
on experience, contextuality, relationality, and interdependence (Held, 2015, pp.19-36). Both 
Held (2015) and Tronto (1993, e.g., pp.157-167) argue for both types of ethics to complete each 
other. 
 
Walker (2007), although not a care ethicist per se, but rather a feminist moral philosopher who 
has been influential to care ethics by providing it with a praxeological account of moral 
epistemology, also makes a similar distinction. Looking at how moral theorizing happens, she 
notices how the canon of moral philosophy has been formed by mostly white men with good 
educational and economical standing (pp.vii-viii). Their theories such as deontology, 
utilitarianism, and rights-based ethics are different from one another, but similar in the sense that 
they are intellectualist, rationalist, individualist, and impersonal (pp.8-9). She calls this way of 
organizing moral inquiry the ‘theoretical-juridical model’: ‘It prescribes the representation of 
morality as a compact, propositionally codifiable, impersonally action-guiding code within an 
agent, or as a compact set of law-like propositions that “explain” the moral behaviour of a well-
formed moral agent’ (pp.7-8). She contends, however, that the theoretical-juridical model leaves 
out important parts, such as the perspectives and moral knowledge of differently situated others 
(such as women and other marginalized groups), as well as emotions, thoughts, practices, and 
even the whole study of reflecting on moral epistemology and social situatedness itself. Her 
 
 
alternative, the ‘expressive-collaborative model’ of moral inquiry does take these aspects into 
account as it ‘is designed to capture interpersonal and social features of morality that the 
theoretical-juridical model hides’ (p.67). Based on the idea that morality primarily happens 
between people, and that differently placed people see and know different things, she proposes 
the idea of morality as a collaboratively constructed social reality that is an inextricable part of 
social practices and identities: ‘The expressive-collaborative conception pictures morality as a 
socially embodied medium of understanding and adjustment in which people account to each 
other for the identities, relationships, and values that define their responsibilities’ (pp.67-68). 
Thus, Walker (2007) has been influential to care ethics by arriving at a praxeological account of 
moral epistemology, in which moral practices of responsibility can be analysed. 
 
Tronto (1993, 2013), following the same moral epistemology as Walker, has been influential to 
provide care ethics with a political care theory, arguing that care is not something that only 
happens in the private sphere of the home, but rather, is ubiquitous in our daily lives and society. 
She places care at the heart of political theory (e.g., Tronto, 1993, Ch.6).  
 
2.2 Care as a Practice 
Based in praxeology, Fisher and Tronto have defined care in a broad sense as: 
 
‘A species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair 
our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, 
our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-
sustaining web.’ (Fisher & Tronto in Tronto, 1993, p.103) 
 
Tronto has defined five phases that constitute care (Tronto, 1993, 2013). These phases should not 
be understood as a linear project, but rather as a cyclical, repeating process and integrated whole 
(Tronto, 1993, p.105-136). The five phases include: 
1. Caring about: Recognizing the necessity of care, which requires attentiveness. 
2. Taking care of: Assuming responsibility for the need and ‘determining how to respond to 
it’ (p.106) in terms of organizing (the means for) the care-giving. 
 
 
3. Care-giving: Doing the direct care work to meet the need, for which competence is 
required. 
4. Care-receiving: Observing the care-receiver’s response and assessment of the adequacy 
of the care work and need fulfilment, which requires responsiveness, usually and 
preferably, on the part of the care-receiver (Tronto, 1993, pp.107-108; 2013, p.23). 
5. Caring with: Citizens caring together for each other and their democracy, which requires 
solidarity (Tronto, 2013, pp.22-23). 
 
2.3 Power: Dependence, Vulnerability & Inequality 
Care ethics is critically aware of power (Sander-Staudt, n.d.). This chapter will now continue to 
discuss these aspects along the lines of Tronto and Walker respectively, whoms perspectives play 
a central role in this research. 
2.3.1. Tronto: Inequality and Care 
Tronto points out that ‘interdependency’ is a fact of life; human beings all have moments of 
caring for others, as well as needing care themselves: ‘all of us go through varying degrees of 
dependence and independence, of autonomy and vulnerability’ (Tronto, 1993, p.135). And not 
only are the elements of vulnerability and dependence part of life in general, but they are also 
specifically part of care: ‘By its very nature, care is concerned with conditions of vulnerability 
and inequality’ (p.134). Care practices expose that human beings are not the autonomous agents 
they are assumed to be in mainstream justice ethics, and this also requires an extra vigilance of 
possible power abuse: ‘To be in a situation where one needs care is to be in a position of some 
vulnerability. (...) The moral precept of responsiveness requires that we remain alert to the 
possibilities for abuse that arise with vulnerability’ (pp.134-135). Other elements that put the 
care-receiver in a less powerful position and at risk of power abuse are the disdain for care-
receivers as helpless (p.120), being seen as ‘others’ who are ‘inherently different and unequal’ 
(p.145), and being paternalized by care-givers who have ‘their own account of what is necessary 





While on the one hand, the care-receiver is in a position of dependence, the care-receiver might, 
on the other hand, also be in a position of privilege. Because inequality is also a determinant and 
consequence of which care needs are fulfilled and which are not: ‘at present, the caring needs of 
some are met more completely than the caring needs of others, and (...) this patterns follows the 
distribution of power in society’ (p.146). Specifically problematic in this regard, is what Tronto 
calls ‘privileged irresponsibility’ (p.146); the relatively powerful have the privileged 
‘opportunity simply to ignore certain forms of hardship they do not face’ (p.121) and can define 
their own needs as more important. Furthermore, as the relatively powerful are also better able to 
‘care for their own’ relatives (such as children) because they have more resources to do so, this 
parochialism only increases social and economic inequality (Tronto, 2013, ch.4). The objection 
that everyone had an equal chance and should equally work to get to the top, is refuted by Tronto 
based on the argument that there is no level playing field to start with (pp.107-109). As a 
feminist, she is well aware of the inequalities that exist in society, not just in care relations, but 
also on a wider political scale with regards to marginalized groups such as women, lower-class, 
and people of colour (Tronto, 1993, 2013). She does not, however, give up on equality all 
together: ‘Rather than assuming the fiction that all citizens are equal, a care perspective would 
have us recognize the achievement of equality as a political goal’ (Tronto, 1993, p.164). The 




Inequality poses, according to Tronto, a serious threat to democracy: ‘Inequality gives rise to 
unequal relationships of authority, and to domination and subordination. No society exists 
without such relationships, but neither can democratic order thrive when such inequalities exist’ 
(Tronto, 1993, p.135). At the same time, this democracy is important as a possible way to 
decrease inequality and increase social justice because in her ‘caring democracy’ (Tronto, 2013), 
there should be a dialogue between all voices about a just distribution of care work and care 
fulfilment. This public discussion is valuable as ‘we talk about the needs of all humans, not just 
those who are already sufficiently powerful to make their needs felt’ (Tronto, 1993, p. 172). For 
this, equality is a political goal, as everyone ‘should be around the table’ (Tronto, 2013, p.56). 
 
 
Listening to others is also an important element of this, and that includes taking time to 
understand each other. (Tronto, 2013). 
 
Care as a critical tool 
Although care ethics does not offer solutions to the aforementioned problems, Tronto prefers a 
moral theory that doesn’t presume autonomy and equality and is therefore at least able to 
recognize issues of unequal amounts of power (Tronto, 1993, p.147). An analysis of who cares 
for whom and for what thus becomes a critical tool for revealing unequal relationships of power 
(pp.172-175). 
 
2.3.2. Walker: Unequal Power in Social and Moral Practices 
Walker (2007) critically includes power in her view on moral philosophy; ‘a great deal of what 
we have learned in the last twenty years from these inquiries about subject positions, power, and 
social constructions is not opposed to ethics, but is instead part of an ethics that talks about how 
human beings actually live and judge’ (p.xii). 
 
Authority, inequality, and self-reinforcement 
Walker shows how inequality in positions makes for unequal authority to define moral 
understandings, responsibilities (e.g., Ch.1, Ch.4), and identities (pp.19-28, Ch.7-8).  
Society’s dominant moral understandings ‘about what people are supposed to do, expect, and 
understand’ (p.10) do not just represent ‘the people’, they represent the most privileged and 
authoritative in society, while the marginalized and their views are rendered less visible (e.g., 
pp.78-79). The moral understandings are shaped by and shaping authority, inequality, force, and 
oppression: 
 
‘When moral understandings are "shared" their force in defining responsibilities and 
prerogatives is recognized in common; this need not mean that they are endorsed by all 
or exist by the consent of those who live them, nor that all understand the same things 





Part of this inequality is also that differently positioned people have different moral identities. 
There are people who live up to norms (such as having autonomy), thereby embodying dominant 
identities (p.158) with corresponding privileges, as well as people with disqualified, subordinate 
or diminished positions (pp.19-28). These inequalities ‘both abet violence and injustice and 
result from such conditions’ (p.218, emphasis original).  
 
Inequal identities and responsibilities, such as slave and slavery, are usually kept in place and 
reinforced by practices through mechanisms such as normalizing (norms being presumed 
standard or normal), privatizing (shielding the practice from scrutiny by confinement to private 
contexts), naturalizing (falsely contending someone’s marginalized identity is an inevitable 
effect of their nature, thereby creating their unnecessary identity) (pp.174-181, Ch.7-8), and a 
misrepresentation of people that leads to differential moral recognition which ‘works not only to 
set lesser standards of treatment for some, but to disqualify, or differently qualify, their moral 
agency.’ (p.204). These mechanisms ensure the marginalized have great difficulty contradicting 
or contesting the setup, for they will usually not be heard or their claims won’t be deemed 
legitimate (pp.174-181, pp.227-228). For the authorities/oppressors, this means they don’t have 
‘to account for the way they treat those people’ (p.179). 
 
Interrogating inequality with transparency 
Bringing to light these unequal and troubling power relations is one of the explicit goals Walker 
has for theorizing the expressive-collaborative model:  
 
‘[M]oral theorizing, differently understood [than through the theoretical-juridical model], 
can directly interrogate some of the most morally troubling aspects of human social life: 
domination, oppression, exclusion, coercion, and basic disregard of some people by 
others. (p.16) 
 
One of the methods she proposes that can specifically aid in this task is ‘critical reflection’ on 
actual social and moral practices to see if certain interpersonal understandings make sense to all 
people in the practice, or whether coercive power, manipulation, or even force play a part (p.11-
 
 
13): ‘This [critical] reflection is normative in that it holds particular moral relations and 
understandings (that are themselves normative) to some standards of shared intelligibility.’ 
(p.12). 
 
Another important method she proposes to heighten transparency and thus push for exposure of 
unjust practices is the mapping of ‘geographies of responsibility’, which are topographies of 
social life and how responsibilities are distributed according to their assignment, negotiation and 
deflection (e.g., p.105). ‘Following the trail of responsibilities is a sure way to notice the intimate 
entwining of moral and social positions that are not all comparably advantaged or esteemed’ 
(p.83) and opens the way for critical assessment (p.86). 
 
Change 
She further contends that under certain social conditions, criticism on existing moral 
understandings can emerge, so that understandings can be questioned and can shift (p.78-79). 
This would require groups that didn’t have moral and epistemic authority to gain authority 
through new positions. Which in turn would require certain changes, especially in ‘material 
circumstances, distributions of power, and access to institutions and arenas that shape public 
discourses or disseminate them’ (p.78-79). A demand for transparency is key in this regard 
because it offers ‘report and reflection on moral life from many points of view within it, and 
even outside it’ (pp.80-81), so that the unintelligibility of authoritatively enforced moral 
understanding can come to light (pp.78-81). She further contends that after serious wrongs, it is 
important for the victims to be able to demand the truth and voice the truth, as this helps in 
bringing about justice and in ‘reconstituting, or newly constituting, the full (or fuller) moral 
agency of individuals and more truly reciprocal and symmetrical relationships of accountability 
between them’ (p.216). 
2.3.3 Conclusion 
In short, both Tronto and Walker have written critical feminist reflections on power in society, 
concerned with marginalization and inequality. Yet Tronto has focused more on the role of care 
in society and which proper place it should have in politics, while Walker has focused mostly on 
how moral understandings and power relations come about in social and moral practices of 
 
 
responsibility. Both could be helpful to reflect on the role of power in leadership (Chapters 3 and 
6) and guru-follower communities (Chapters 5 and 6). 
 
2.4 Care Ethics and Leadership 
As already discussed more elaborately in the scientific relevance section, it is notable that Tronto 
and Walker, though expounding elaborate theories on politics, power, and morality, have not 
written explicitly on leadership. The traditional notion of leadership is one of hierarchy and 
authority (Maak & Pless, 2006), but their feminist projects question that and are concerned with 
a very different framing of power that makes more space for equality and everyone’s voice to be 
heard. 
 
Yet multiple authors have set out to reflect on leadership from a care-ethical perspective11. Their 
most common insertion is to understand care ethics as ideally informing and shaping leadership. 
Care ethics can thus be seen as a skill or leadership characteristic (Smit & Scherman, 2016), a 
guiding moral perspective or orientation that informs the actions and judgment of leaders 
(Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017; Gabriel, 2014; Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017), as well as providing a 
vantage point against which the leaders can be judged by the followers (Gabriel, 2014). This 
results in certain details about what a leader should do, and how a leader should be, of which the 
most prominent one is that the leader should be caring (e.g., Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017; Ciulla, 
2009; Gabriel, 2014). In Ch.4, more detailed accounts will be given of what using care ethics as 
a moral compass for leadership can look like according to these different authors. Some of them 
explicitly address questions of power and inequality, with most of them finding ways to mitigate 
levels of power inequality by conceptualizing more democratic or dialogical approaches to 
leadership (e.g., Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017; Larson & Murtadha, 2002; Smit & Scherman, 
2016). This will also be further explored in chapter 4, as well as compared with the more critical 
views of Tronto and Walker. Further, in Ch.6, the question will be answered if leadership itself 




 See Appendix B for the complete list of studies that reflect on leadership and care ethics. 
 
 
2.5 Care Ethics and Spirituality 
Caring is about being attentive and responsive to the needs of others (Tronto, 1993), especially 
when one is in a unique position to fulfil them (Kittay, 1999). Though not much has been written 
on the possible link between care ethics and spirituality, much (though mostly outside the 
explicit care ethical field) has been written on the existence of spiritual needs and who is in a 
position to fulfil those. Firstly, the existence of spiritual needs is acknowledged by a large body 
of studies on patient health care (e.g., Clark, Drain, & Malone, 2003), counselling (e.g., Lines, 
2002), and especially with regards to palliative care (e.g., Hermann, 2001). With regards to the 
latter, Leget (2013) argues from a care ethical perspective for ‘spiritual care’ for palliative 
patients. This includes the caregiver speaking with the care-receiver about the spiritual 
dimension of pain, suffering, and meaning at the end of life (Leget, 2007; Leget, Daelen & 
Swart, 2013). Secondly, Collinson, Killeavy & Stephenson (1998) show that care ethics direct us 
also to the spiritual needs of students; school teachers who practice an ethic of care are seen as 
responsible for the spiritual development of their students. And thirdly, not only school students 
have spiritual needs, the students of gurus do too, as contended by Warrier (2003). She notes a 
growth of popular devotionalist organizations in contemporary India led by charismatic gurus, 
and that it’s increasingly common for ‘guru seekers’ to travel and observe different gurus so as to 
finally settle (at least temporarily) with the guru who is best able to fulfil their spiritual needs. 
 
Unfortunately, the data used for answering the questions of this research contains (almost) 
nothing on the link between spirituality and care ethics, nor on spiritual needs. While Ch.3 will 
include reflections on whether and which followers’ needs should be fulfilled by a leader, Ch.6 
will include a discussion of this hiatus. 
  
2.6 Conclusion 
This research is situated in the field of care ethics and most notably concerns the tensions around 
power and position inequality in (hierarchical) leadership. While Walker and Tronto, who have 
both been influential to provide care ethics with a critical feminist understanding of power, 
position, and inequality in politics and praxeological moral epistemology (respectively), they 
 
 
have not discussed leadership. Utilizing their insights for leadership could lead to a critical view 
of leadership, as traditionally, leadership is based on hierarchy and inequality, which Walker and 
Tronto are critical of. Yet, multiple authors have set out to reflect on leadership and care ethics, 
arriving at the normative idea that care ethics should be of guiding value to leaders (e.g., 
Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017; Gabriel, 2014; Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017). Some of the authors on 
leadership and care ethics have also presented approaches to leadership that are more egalitarian 
(e.g., Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017; Larson & Murtadha, 2002; Smit & Scherman, 2016). Thus, 
this research aims to contribute more understanding to this dissensus by allowing a cross-
pollination of both sides of this tension to occur. 
 
Furthermore, while not much has been written on a link between care ethics and spirituality, 
except for on spiritual needs, this research aims to contribute new knowledge to this area by 
comparing (S1:) the insights on care ethics and leadership on the one hand, and (S2:) insights on 






3. A Care Ethical Perspective on Leadership  
Ch.1 presented the social and scientific arguments for research into a care ethical perspective on 
the leadership of gurus. Ch.2 provided a deeper understanding of the care ethical field this 
research is situated in, including a short introduction to the care ethical studies on leadership, as 
well as Walker’s and Tronto’s critical perspectives on power. Before moving on to studying the 
more particular subject of the leadership ethics of guru’s (Ch.4), this chapter will answer the first 
sub-question: 
 
S1.  A. Which care ethical perspectives have been generated on the normativity and power 
dimension of leadership by existing studies on care ethics and leadership12 and 
B. which insights can be derived from comparing these perspectives (S1-A) to the 
perspectives (on power) of Tronto and Walker? 
 
As for the analysis; to answer S1-A, all studies on care ethics and leadership have been read and 
coded within the two main categories ‘normativity’ (concerning a normative perspective on what 
leadership should be from a care ethical perspective) and ‘power’ (concerning the power 
dimension of leadership from a care ethical perspective). For S1-B, Tronto and Walker’s works 
have been read and coded, according to relevance to their perspectives on power. This resulted in 
the summary of their perspectives on power, already expounded in Ch.2. For S1-B, their 
perspectives have been compared to the results of S1-A. 
 
The results are ordered in this chapter in three parts: 
 
● Normativity (Ch.3.1) 
A summary of the results concerning normativity will be presented in the first half of this 
chapter and, as expected, includes an account of care ethics as a guide for leadership, 
resulting in descriptions of what leadership should be like from a care ethical perspective, 
as according to the various authors. Unexpectedly, the data lead this section to also 
 
12
 See appendix B for the list of studies that combine care ethics and leadership. See appendix A for information on 
how the literature was found and selected. 
 
 
include a discussion of the risks and drawbacks of this ‘caring leadership’, thereby 
deepening the results with counter-arguments. A section will follow on an unforeseen and 
significant difference in interpretation on what leadership should be from a care ethical 
perspective; a more radically relational interpretation of care ethics and leadership 
endorsed by Nicholson & Kurucz (2017). 
 
● Power (Ch.3.2) 
The second half of the chapter will explicitly discuss the power dimension of leadership 
from a care ethical perspective. This section also takes the perspectives on power of 
Tronto and Walker into account, thus resulting in the answer to S1-B which includes 
agreements and disagreements. The results include more egalitarian views of leadership 
(S1-A) which set the care ethical perspective apart from the less egalitarian focus of 
mainstream leadership theory. Difficulties in reaching this, mostly based on Tronto and 
Walker, will also be discussed (S1-A + S1-B). 
 
● Conclusion (Ch.3.3) 
In the conclusion section, a summary of the answers to S1 (A + B) will be given. 
 
3.1. Care Ethics as a Guide for Leadership 
Care ethics is perceived as a guiding moral perspective or orientation that informs the actions 
and judgment of leaders (Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017; Gabriel, 2014; Nicholson & Kurucz, 
2017) as well as providing a vantage point against which the leaders can be judged by the 
followers (Gabriel, 2014). Smit & Scherman (2016) don’t speak of care ethics as a guiding moral 
perspective, but rather as a skill, or leadership characteristic. In all cases, care ethics is seen as 
ideally informing and shaping leadership. Care ethics is, however, not seen as the only moral 
compass that a leader should be guided by (e.g., Gabriel, 2014). Simola et al. (2010, 2012) and 
Larson & Murtadha (2002) suggest to complement it with (mainstream) justice ethics. Tronto 
(1993), though not speaking of leadership specifically, also advocates combining justice ethics 




The first focus of this chapter is a presentation of the suggestions on what leadership should be 
like from a care ethical perspective, as emerging from the 12 contributions on care ethics and 
leadership. Since many of the studies have limited their scope to leadership within particular 
contexts (thus limiting generalizability), the studies are presented in Table 1 which mentions the 










Various undefined leadership contexts Gabriel, 2014; Ciulla, 2009 
 
Organizational leadership Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2014 
 
Organizational & Business leadership Maak & Pless, 2006; Nicholson & Kurucz, 
2017; Simola, Barling & Turner, 2010, 
2012 
 
Business leadership Hamington & Sander-Staudt (Eds.), 2011. 
Including: Hamington 2011; Hawks, 2011; 
Nelson, 2011; Sander-Staudt, 2011; Simola, 
2011; Terjeson, 2011 
 
Political leadership Ciulla, 2009 
 
School leadership Larson & Murtadha, 2002; Smit & 
Scherman, 2016 
 
Feminist leadership Vetter, 2010 
 




3.1.1 The Caring Leader 
From a care ethical perspective, the relational dimension of leadership is emphasized (Gabriel, 
2014 ; Larson & Murtadha, 2002 ; Maak & Pless, 2006 ; Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017 ; 
Smit & Scherman, 2016 ; Simola et al., 2010 ; Terjeson, 2011 ). Hawks calls it a process 
and ongoing conversation (Hawks, 2011 ). This relationship comes with moral responsibilities 
- only responsibilities of the leader toward the followers have been discussed in the literature -, 
of which the most important one is to care for the followers (e.g., Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017 ; 
Ciulla, 2009  ; Gabriel, 2014 ). Some authors have coined this ‘the caring leader’ (Gabriel, 
2014 ; Verweij, 2011 ) or ‘caring leadership’ (Smit & Scherman, 2016 ). Other 
characteristics of leadership as informed by care ethics are featured in Figure 2 on the next page. 
Nearly all authors mention characteristics (except for Vetter, 2010 ), of which some are 
mentioned by multiple authors (as visible by the multiple citations). Note that the assumption 
cannot be made that all characteristics are harmoniously combinable into one single image of the 
caring leader, as all authors display a different set of which characteristics would define 
leadership that is informed by care ethics. For example, Verweij’s caring leadership (2011) 
includes facilitating moral professionalization for all followers (soldiers in this context), a 
characteristic not coined by other authors. At the same time, she does not specifically aim for 
individualized care for every follower, which is a characteristic of caring leadership as 
envisioned by Gabriel (2014 ) and Smit & Scherman (2016 ). It remains unclear if either 
different contexts require different characteristics or if the characteristics that are identified by 
one or a few authors could also be considered caring in different contexts. For this research, the 
terms ‘caring leadership’ and ‘caring leader’ will from now on be used to refer to leadership that 
is informed by care ethics, while keeping in mind that this does not denote a fixed set of 
characteristics that are compatible with every context. 
 






3.1.2 Risks and Drawbacks 
Several risks and drawbacks of caring leadership are identified, of which the first four are 
pointed out by Gabriel (2014 ), the fifth by Sander-Staudt, Hawks and Nelson (in Hamington 
& Sander-Staudt, 2011 ), and the last one by the author of this research (EvdS). First, 
excessive caring can lead to a technically deficient leader who endangers the welfare of 
followers by not being effective at reaching goals (Gabriel, 2014 , p.327-328). Second, when 
followers rely too much on their leader, this can result in dependence and inertia. The leader 
should prevent cosseting by also recognizing the follower’s need for autonomy (p.329). Third, it 
could be practically infeasible for a leader to act consistently with an ethics of care; it may take a 
lot of time and can be emotionally overwhelming in ‘the maelstrom of ceaseless decision-making 
and crisis management’ (p.329). Moreover, moral questions may not have one unequivocal 
answer. On the one hand because an ethics of care can be ‘at odds with itself, dictating 
conflicting courses of action’ (p.330), on the other hand because ‘an ethic of care is frequently 
opposed by an ethic of justice’ (p.330), thereby possibly leaving the leader with no safe options 
(p.330). Also, putting care ethics into practice becomes even less feasible as the leader finds 
themselves13 in today’s society where individualism, impersonalism, freedom, and choice are 
favoured over relationality and commitment (p.330). Fourth, care ethics can lead to 
discrimination and nepotism; the leader might favour certain followers, thereby creating 
inequality (p.329). An elaborate return to this subject will be made in the section on leadership 
and power. Fifth, caring could be instrumentally used by leaders solely to remain in power 
(Hawks, 2011 ) or pursue other selfish interests while appearing responsive (Sander-Staudt, 
2011 ). Nelson (2011 ) gives the example of executives voicing ‘interests in jobs or the 
environment purely as a public relations move’ (p.45). Sixth, although Gabriel (2014 ) 
understands the caring leader as someone with altruism and the willingness to ‘go the extra mile’ 
for followers, this might contain the risk of the leader engaging in self-effacing behaviour 
(EvdS). To elaborate, the study of Simola et al. (2012 ) shows that leaders can score 
differently on the developmental modes of care ethical reasoning that Gilligan discerned (1982). 
 
13
 Note that with the increased social awareness of non-binary and genderqueer individuals, the ‘singular they’ 
pronoun has become more commonly used and advised for use by universities (Darr & Kibbey, 2016). To ensure 
gender-neutrality, this research will also refer to ‘leader’, ‘follower’, and other gender-neutral entities with the 
singular they (they, them, themselves). 
 
 
The first stage is concerned with the needs of the self, the second stage involves concern for 
others and the third stage balances the needs of both self and others. Though Gabriel and Simola 
et al. do not refer to each other, Gabriel’s altruistic caring leader can be indicated as stage two 
and is consequently at risk of insufficient self-care (EvdS). 
 
In the next section, the most important disagreement in the literature on care ethics and 
leadership, on what caring leadership is and should be, will be discussed: the degree to which 
relationality should be understood. 
 
3.1.3 A More Radically Relational Stance 
Nicholson & Kurucz (2017 ) position themselves differently than some of the authors already 
mentioned. In this section, their more radically relational understanding of leadership will be 
introduced. 
 
[W]hereas ‘care’ and a more relationship-focused perspective do appear in more recent 
leadership theories, (...), these still primarily take the more leader-centric perspective of a 
leader caring for followers or other stakeholders, rather than the view of co-creation 
(Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017 , p.3). 
 
This more radical relational leadership, informed by an ethics of care, would firstly include 
‘recognition of the primacy and value of relationship’ (p.5). Rather than seeing the self as an 
individual in relationships, it posits the self-in-relation. The leader does not set the course in 
collaboration alone, while holding individuals accountable for ‘their parts’, but rather fosters co-
creation while holding the whole community accountable for this shared undertaking (p.7). 
(Unfortunately, the authors do not expound on the seemingly risky notion of giving up individual 
accountability. They argue for this view because their self-in-relation can never be atomically 
accountable, yet they don’t present a solution for how to re-think our current formal justice 
system of blaming and sentencing individuals in pursuit of better and safer future situations 
(EvdS).) A second tenet is a ‘focus on understanding context in its richness and complexity’ 
(Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017 , p.7). Leadership is understood as emerging out of a complex 
 
 
system in which both leader and followers are encompassed. Rather than the leader being the 
sole visionary who guides others toward a (common) purpose, the leader should be a catalyst 
who encourages co-creation in meaning-making (p.8). A further goal is to understand the others 
through attentiveness. Their third tenet of caring leadership is a ‘focus on human development 
and mutual well-being’ (p.8). Characteristic of their relational view is their idea of the 
development and wellbeing of the relationships (between leader, followers, stakeholders) being 
ends in themselves, so that instead of aiming for the optimization of stakeholder interests, as 
Maak & Pless (in Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017 ) do, the leader would aim for the flourishing of 
the interwoven fields of human life, non-human life, and the biosphere (Tronto in Nicholson & 
Kurucz, 2017 , p.9). Another distinctive part of this tenet is that followers and leaders would 
be learning from each other, thereby creating growth-in-connection through conversation. The 
last tenet Nicholson & Kurucz expound, is an ‘involvement of the whole person’ (2017 , p.9), 
including the leader treating others as whole human beings while trying to see the best in them, 
and, in turn, inspire them to see the best in themselves too. This tenet also includes using 
practical reasoning as well as emotions for increasing empathic response, and more informed 
decision-making (p.9-10). Thus, Nicholson & Kurucz’s (2017 ) view of leadership and care 
ethics is distinctive in its more radically relational interpretation. The last tenet, however, is less 
distinctive from the other authors, as Smit & Scherman (2016 ) also advocate affirming and 
bringing out the best in followers, while the valuation of emotion for leadership is also 
emphasized by Simola (2011 ) and Ciulla (2009 ). 
 





3.2. Leadership & Power 
This section will start with a brief description of the most usual framing of leadership; 
mainstream leadership theory, so as to subsequently contrast this with the care ethical view of 
leadership. The biggest difference in terms of power lies in a more hierarchical view versus a 
more egalitarian view respectively. This more egalitarian care ethical view will be elaborated by 
presenting four leadership characteristics that offer more space for equality. These will be 
critically examined as well as compared to the works of Tronto and Walker so as to reveal the 
feasibility and difficulties in achieving this equalization.  
 
3.2.1. Mainstream Leadership Versus Equalization 
Mainstream leadership theories understand the leader-follower relationship hierarchically as an 
unequal one in which the leader can act with authority (Maak & Pless, 2006 ), power, coercion 
and restraint (Larson & Murtadha, 2002 , p.138). This mainstream leadership often leads to 
unjust and uncaring situations such as top-down decision making with leaders projecting 
ignorance onto others, reinforcing relationships of dependency and inequity (p.145-146). Larson 
& Murthada are also concerned about hierarchical leadership resulting in the failure to question 
existing norms (p.146). They state that feminist critique proved the mainstream leadership theory 
to be a white, middle-class, male standpoint that was blocking women from leadership roles and 
researchers from envisioning different leadership theories. To foster greater equity, women 
leaders, often enacting an ethic of care, need to be revalued (p.138-140). 
 
When comparing mainstream leadership and caring leadership’s focus on hierarchy and 
equalization respectively to the works of Tronto (1993, 2013) and Walker (2007), both 
agreements and critical insertions surface. Firstly, though Tronto has not written explicitly on 
leadership, the concerns about hierarchical leadership of Larson & Murthada (2002 ) are in 
line with Tronto’s concerns about power, inequality, and dependency, which have been 
elaborately explained in Ch.2. Similarly, though Walker (2007) has not written explicitly on 
leadership, she is, like Larson & Murthada, also concerned with hierarchy resulting in the 
 
 
inability to question existing norms. Secondly, Tronto’s and Walker’s criticisms on the powerful 
(i.e. leaders) seem to be founded on mainstream leadership theory in which hierarchy is 
important. New, care ethical ways of envisioning leadership, could place Tronto’s and Walker’s 
theories in a new light. Instead of problematizing the centre of power, Tronto and Walker could 
find leadership to become a part of the solution to the problems they try to solve; caring leaders 
would share their concern for more equality and care for everyone. Thirdly, however, the 
feasibility of Larson & Murthada’s call for more equality in leadership can be critically 
questioned. First of all by Tronto’s statement that marginalized people cannot enter the centre of 
power as long as the ‘rules of the game’ remain the same because certain societal ideas (which 
she calls moral boundaries) keep power positions in place (Tronto, 1993, pp.1-21). Moreover, 
Walker states that before a change of positions can happen, other political changes will be 
necessary first (Walker, 2007, pp.78-79). Thus, the critical question remains how it would be 
possible to let more caring leadership arise and what it exactly would entail. 
 
Yet, not only is mainstream leadership problematic in the ethical sense, it might also be 
untenable as according to Maak & Pless (2006 ), the leader nowadays finds themselves in 
‘flattened hierarchies and networked structures’ (p.106), with stakeholders whose trust needs to 
be earned by caring for their needs and interests. Otherwise, no collective ends will be achieved: 
 
‘The leader can no longer be seen as the one separated and detached individual at the top 
of a pyramid (Helgesen, 1990), as the sole creator of reality, as the one who ‘‘attempts to 
construct the social world for others’’ (Greenfield, 1984: 142, cited in Rost, 1991). In a 
network context where leadership occurs in interaction with different stakeholders, the 
leader needs to be part of, and integrated in, the web of stakeholder relationships. 
Leadership legitimacy does not come with position, status, reward or coercive power. It is 
only in and through the stakeholder relations that leadership legitimacy can be earned 
from stakeholders as followers. And it is only in a process of co-creation of all parties 





Based on Nicholson & Kurucz’s relational perspective on leadership (2017 ), an even more 
flattened hierarchy and networked structure arise. Thus, a rethinking of leadership and power is 
required that will have less in common with the hierarchical leadership that Tronto and Walker 
reflect upon. Some necessary caution should be taken, however, as Maak & Pless and Nicholson 
& Kurucz speak only about leadership in organizational and business contexts. Furthermore, 
their theories are partly based on empirical data but also partly conceptual / envisioning 
something new. Thus, Tronto’s and Walker’s critiques remain important as long as structures 
continue to be hierarchical. 
 
3.2.2. Space for More Equality 
As Smit & Scherman (2016 ) point out: ‘an ethics of care seeks to hinder the accretion of 
power to those who are already in power, and to encourage activities that give rise to shared 
power’ (p.4). Thus, care ethics does not seek to have ‘power over’, but rather to share ‘power 
with’ (p.6). Consequently, they contend that caring leadership involves the leader being 
responsive to the vulnerabilities and inequalities of followers. Some of the studies on leadership 
and care ethics have indeed done that and offer more space to equality, equity, and democratic 
values. These will now be (critically) examined in the remaining part of the chapter. 
 
3.2.1. Caring for all 
Gabriel (2014 ) contends that, based on the ethics of care, a caring leader will discriminate in 
favour of their own followers, as well as favouring certain followers who are closest to the 
leader’s heart. Gabriel problematizes the latter as a form of unjust inequality, yet does not 
problematize the former as such. Both can be problematized, however, based on Tronto’s 
observation that if the powerful ‘take care of their own’ first and most intensively, this means the 
powerful will become more powerful, while the least powerful will keep getting less powerful as 
they have less means to take care of their own (Tronto, 2013, Ch.4). Tronto’s insight is also 
valuable in the field of leadership, for leaders possibly increase an unjust distribution of power 
when they favour their own followers over non-followers or favour some followers over other 
followers. A problematic feature of leaders who care for their own first is an unjust appointment 
of positions, based on solidarity instead of on fair competition (Nelson, 2011 ). In business 
 
 
contexts, this leads to white-male-solidarity behaviours, denying fair opportunities to women and 
minorities (Nelson, 2011 ).  
 
The idea of the caring leader discriminating in favour of their own, contrasts, however, with the 
following inclusive and egalitarian leadership views. Firstly, the connection made between care 
ethics and stakeholder theory places emphasis on maintaining relationships with all stakeholders 
(Hawks, 2011 ; Maak & Pless, 2006 ). Maak & Pless’s responsible leadership, in which the 
leader cares for all stakeholders, implies weighing the needs and interests of the direct followers 
equally against the needs and interests of other stakeholders (Maak & Pless, 2006 ). Secondly, 
based on empirical research, Nelson (2011 ) shows that business leaders do care for more than 
just shareholders, taking a wider range of stakeholders into consideration during decision-
making. Thirdly, Sander-Staudt contends that since care relations are intergenerationally nested, 
leaders should even care for future followers and stakeholders (Sander-Staudt, 2011 ). Fourth, 
these views in favour of equality can also be taken one step further with Nicholson & Kurucz’s 
(2017 ) notion of leadership in which individual needs are not compared, instead the leader 
cares for what Tronto (in Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017 , p.9) describes as the interwoven fields 
of human life, non-human life and the biosphere. 
 
While these more relational and inclusive accounts of leadership (partly based on empirical 
observations and partly based on normative, conceptual theory) open up more space for 
theorizing equality in leadership, the question still remains if Gabriel is right to contend that the 
caring leader will keep favouring their own because it would be in the nature of care to feel most 
caring for proximate others (Gabriel, 2014 ), the latter also contended by Tronto (2013, Ch.4). 
Thus the feasibility of the ‘caring-for-all solution’ presented to the problem of favouring remains 
questionable. 
 
3.2.2. Leadership as a democratic and dialogical process 
A second opening for more equality is the understanding of leadership as a democratic and 
dialogical process, that should, moreover, empower the oppressed and marginalized (Larson & 
Murtadha, 2002 ). Firstly, a prerequisite for a well-informed dialogue is that the leader’s 
motives, sentiments and values are authentically presented by this leader so that the followers are 
 
 
indeed well-informed, as well as able to assess the (moral) competency of the leader (Atwijuka 
& Caldwell, 2017 ). Secondly, the leader should consider others’ input for decision-making 
(Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017 ). The second tenet of this dialogue is reminiscent of Tronto’s 
call for letting all the voices be heard in a caring democracy so that also the less powerful ones 
get heard (Tronto, 1993, p. 172) and can take part in decision-making (Tronto, 2013, p.56). 
Walker also pleads for everyone to get heard, as this is necessary for the emergence of moral 
understandings that are more representative of all parties instead of only the most powerful 
(Walker, 2007). Thus, leadership as a democratic and dialogical process can be seen as more in 
line with Tronto’s and Walker’s ideas on equality. The risk exists, however, that explicit 
hierarchy will be replaced with implicit norms like reaching a consensus that might still oppress 
the marginalized (Larson & Murtadha, 2002 ).  
 
Although this model of leadership contains democratic and dialogical elements, the authors can 
be criticized for calling it a (fully) democratic and dialogical process for even when everyone’s 
input has been heard for consideration, it might still be the leader being in power to make the 
final decisions as long as hierarchical position differences are in place. 
 
3.2.3. Developing the followers into leaders 
Third, Atwijuka and Caldwell (2017 ) hold that the leader should be committed to the 
development of the followers, thereby enabling the followers to become leaders themselves. So 
while keeping in mind the factual inequality in positions and capabilities, their normative 
account of leadership does aspire to empower the followers to a point where they will be in the 
powerful leading position too. 
 
Some critical questions that the authors do not touch upon remain, however. The followers 
would first need to become developed enough to take a leadership role, which begs the question 
who decides when they are ready to take the leading role and secondly, it might or might not be 
feasible for the various individual followers to ever become a leader. Also, it remains unclear 
how the authors envision the future of this; will it become an upside-down pyramid structure 




3.2.4. The servant-leader: winning the mandate to lead 
Fourth, the caring leader is seen as not having all the power to themselves because they have to 
serve the followers and need to earn their trust (Gabriel, 2014 ; Maak & Pless, 2006 ). 
According to Gabriel (2014 ). Moreover, leaders are judged by higher moral standards than 
non-leaders. Thus, an uncaring attitude will often be an unforgivable moral failure in the eyes of 
their followers, thereby ‘bringing leaders very close to servants’ (p.328). A good standing in the 
eyes of the followers is important as they also need followers’ cooperation (Larson & Muthada, 
2002 ). Maak & Pless state further that there are stakeholders (followers) who are of equal 
status and do not directly depend on the leader. So the leader doesn’t always have formal power 
and authority over all followers. The leader will actually need to earn their trust by serving their 
needs and interests, thus winning the mandate to lead (Maak & Pless, 2006 ). 
 
Yet, even though the leader can be seen as a servant who needs to earn the trust of the followers, 
the cared-for (follower) remains in a dependent position and thus ‘a dejected figure’ because of 
society’s negative connotation with dependence (Gabriel, 2014 ; Tronto, 1993). Tronto not 
only states that there is disdain for care-receivers (Tronto, 1993, p.120), but also that the care-
receiver is in a vulnerable position (p.134). So the question arises whether the concept of the 
leader as a servant really does make leadership more egalitarian. Also, different contexts of 
leadership will likely come with different degrees of a leader’s dependence on having to win the 
mandate to lead, with some leadership contexts perhaps still offering the leader ample possibility 
of using coercion instead (EvdS). 
 
3.3. Conclusion 
The care ethical perspective on leadership emphasizes its relational nature, which results in the 
leader’s responsibility to care for their followers. Based on the idea of care ethics as a guiding 
moral compass for leadership, normative views on ‘caring leadership’ have been presented, 
including their risks and drawbacks. However, different authors have interpreted this differently 
on the continuum of relationality. While most studies only discussed the relationship between 
leader and followers, Maak & Pless (2006 ) extended the range by including (outside) 
stakeholders. Nicholson & Kurucz (2017 ) took relationality one step further, by understanding 
 
 
leadership as emerging out of one integral web, in which co-creation occurs as catalyzed by the 
leader, and of which the preferred output would be caring relationships in a thriving network. 
 
In line with Tronto’s and Walker’s criticism of hierarchy, mainstream leadership can be 
criticized for reinforcing inequality and dependence. However, a care ethical perspective on 
leadership offers opportunities for more egalitarian understandings of leadership, some of which 
were in line with Tronto’s and Walker’s favouring of more equality, while at the same time 
challenging their conceptions of hierarchy and problematic leadership with these more 
egalitarian alternatives of caring leaders sharing power and caring for their followers. However, 
these openings for more equality in leadership theory also come with risks and can be 
questioned. The theories of Tronto and Walker serve in this regard as a reminder of how difficult 









4. An Ethical Perspective on Guru Leadership 
 
While the former chapter dealt with a care ethical perspective on leadership, this chapter will 
now turn to an ethical perspective on leadership of gurus, in accordance with the second sub-
question: 
 
S2. Which ethical perspectives do Jensen and Van der Braak hold on the normativity and power 
dimension of the leadership of gurus? 
 
First, the context in which the authors were motivated to reflect on the ethics of the conduct of 
gurus is elucidated, as their situatedness has implications for their knowledge production. Next, 
the power position of the guru will be assessed. This prepares the stage for the next two sections 
on the (respectively) unethical and ethical leadership of gurus. Finally, a critical analysis will be 
presented. 
 
For the analysis, both texts have been thoroughly read and coded within the main categories 
‘power’ (resulting in section 4.2) and ‘normativity’ (resulting in sections 4.3 and 4.4). The topics 
within those categories emerged from the literature as per weight/significance, frequency of 
occurrence, and were also weighed as per their relevance to this research. Also, the two sources 
of literature have been compared regarding their agreements, where they strengthen each other’s 
arguments, and disagreements. During this analysis, critical questions emerged, which will be 
shared in section 4.5. 
 
4.1. Embodiment and Context of the Authors 
Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) are driven to reflect on the ethics of the conduct of 
gurus because of their personal experiences. Both Jensen and Van der Braak have initially 
enjoyed the guidance of gurus on their spiritual path, but have later come to question their 
beneficence after having been confronted with power abuse by guru Karta Singh and guru 
 
 
Andrew Cohen respectively. Both, however, have also, after an initial period of disenchantment, 
found a new guru that they feel safe and content with. 
 
From multiple angles the authors reflect on both the unethical aspects of the leadership of gurus, 
as well as the ethical aspects. Both also incorporate perspectives from others. Jensen, a Kundalini 
Yoga teacher and well-embedded in the network of yoga teachers, interviews gurus and their 
followers. As a philosopher, she also compares her personal perspective with the literature on 
gurus, charisma, and cults. Van der Braak, employing the lenses of psychology and philosophy, 
uses similar literature yet emphasizes the psychology of gurus; he unfolds an analysis of what 
kind of gurus the philosophers Socrates and Nietzsche (or his fictional character Zarathustra) 
were, and what kind of gurus there are in Buddhism. As Jensen emphasizes yoga gurus and Van 
der Braak Buddhist and philosopher gurus, they supplement each other’s perspectives. 
 
4.2. The power of the guru 
The power position of the guru is shaped by the personality of the guru, the (partial) surrender of 
followers to the guru, the guru’s claim to be beyond society’s norms, and the dependencies of the 
guru. These will be discussed respectively and amount to a nuanced view on the power and 
authority of the guru. 
 
4.2.1. The Personality of the Guru 
Both authors describe character traits that draw authority toward the guru. Firstly, gurus would 
use their manipulative abilities to bind their followers to them in a manner that suppresses 
criticism: 
 
‘They possess great manipulative gifts. They can be charming (...). They are good at 
recognizing the psychological needs of their students and know how to subtly suggest 
that they can fulfil those needs. Usually, certain subjects are taboo: their need to control 
others and the dependence and hero-worshipping which are encouraged in the 
 
 
community. Critical questions about those topics do not generate popularity. Yes-men 
end up at key positions in the organization.’ (Oaks in Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.1, Section 
4, para.5, trsl. EvdS) 
 
Secondly, the guru would be distanced and autonomous; seemingly not needing anything from 
anyone else (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.1, Section 4). Thirdly: the guru is described as elitist and 
anti-democratic because of an inability to handle criticism; ‘How else can it be if the guru 
himself is high above others because of his unique insight? Gurus do not usually discuss their 
views: they impose them’ (Storr in Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.1, Section 4, para 11, trsl. EvdS). 
 
4.2.2. (Partial) Surrender to the Guru 
Another aspect of the guru’s community that places, according to both authors, authority with the 
guru is the follower’s surrender to the guru. The guru ‘attracts a crowd of students who surrender 
to him because of his charisma: his ability to enchant others which grants him great personal 
authority’ (Van der Braak, 2006, introduction, para.6, trsl. EvdS). Following Alstad and Kramer, 
Jensen defines surrender as ‘trusting someone else more than oneself’ and contends that 
surrender is an inherent part of the authoritarian guru-follower relationship, which comes with 
many potential risks for power abuse because the followers obey without being able to criticise 
or question (Alstad and Kramer in Jensen, 2019, Ch.2, Section 2, para.10-11; para.21). However, 
real surrender would be unconditional but not many followers would be prone to do so or to do 
so for a prolonged period of time (Oakes in Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.2, Section 7, para.7). 
 
4.2.3 Beyond society’s norms? 
To some extent, the charismatic authority of the guru enables them to ignore traditional and 
rational authority from their societal context (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.1, Section 3, para.3): ‘The 
world view [of guru and followers] changes so drastically that current norms and values no 
longer apply. A greater vision of perfection ‘beyond good and evil’ now governs’ (Ch.2, Section 
8, para.12). The guru themselves has a message that is morally absolute (Oakes in Jensen, 2019, 
Ch.2, Section 1, para.8). The head of the Kundalini Yoga organization, Yogi Bhajan told his 
 
 
followers: ‘Nothing is right or wrong, everything is a lesson from the guru’ (Jensen, 2019, Ch.2, 
Section 3, para.2). This means that the guru can also be excused from the usual norms of society 
with the argument that the guru is morally and spiritually high above all others. Confronted with 
ethical criticisms, a follower defended Karta with the suggestion that ‘there is a certain level of 
teaching where other rules apply’ (Ch.1, Section 5, para.5-6; Ch.8, Section 2, para.1). 
 
4.2.4. The Guru’s Dependencies 
Contrasting the power that the guru derives from their followers’ surrender and the claim to be 
ethically beyond society’s norms is the guru’s own dependence on followers, as well as possibly 
on their own guru and organization, and God and tradition. Firstly, the guru is dependent on their 
followers’ choice to stay or leave (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.3, Section 4, para.3; Section 9, 
para.2). Or as Jensen puts it: ‘you choose that teacher yourself, just like you would choose a 
broker or soccer club’, thus also pointing to the possibility of competition amongst different 
gurus (Jensen, 2019, Ch.2, Section 1, para.17). Moreover, there are ex-followers who reveal 
scandals (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.3, Section 4, para.8). Secondly, the guru can be dependent on 
their own guru and/or larger organizations/communities that might condemn the guru upon 
misconduct. This can include the withdrawal of certificates by an overarching organization or 
other gurus taking the role of critic (Jensen, 2019, Ch.1, Section 2-5). Thirdly, the guru is 
sometimes understood as a channel of God and the tradition, and thus as a submissive servant 
(Ch.2, Section 3, para.4; Van der Braak, 2006, Introduction, para.2): ‘Full of reverence he tries, 
as a pure instrument, to satisfy the wishes of his God’ (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.1, Section 3, 
para.6, trsl. EvdS). However, this still grants the guru the authority of being the one who is the 
prophet (Introduction, para.2). These various dependencies show that, although much power lies 
with the guru, understanding the guru as having all authority would be overly reductive. 
 
4.3. Unethical Leadership of the Guru 
Power abuse by the guru is not only a risk due to the guru’s position but also a reality: ‘Many 
gurus abuse their authority to manipulate their students. In the worst case, the student must 
 
 
surrender his individuality, refrain from criticizing the guru, and deny himself’ (Van der Braak, 
2006, introduction, para.5, trsl. EvdS). Similarly, Jensen states that by giving control to the guru, 
power abuse becomes a temptation (Jensen, 2019, Ch.2, Section 2, para.12-13). The most 
important power abuses include: 
 
● Systematic criticism 
Gurus judge their followers and point out their moral shortcomings. The guru justifies 
this as beneficial for purifying the self (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.3, Section 3-9). 
However, it can be argued that this leadership crosses the ethical line of abuse when force 
is used and when it damages and disempowers the follower. In Cohen’s community, that 
Van der Braak joined, followers were forced to pressure each other to change, they had to 
work to ‘relentlessly’ remove their egos (Ch.3. Section 3). Jensen argues systemic 
criticism of the women in the retreat she visited made them ‘small and docile’ (Jensen, 
2019, Ch.7, Section 4, para.9). 
 
● Uninformed drugging 
Jensen mainly points to being drugged by Karta. Although Karta and his followers justify 
the drugging as beneficial for spiritual growth, it can be argued to be unethical as it was 
done without consent so that she couldn’t refuse, therefore disrespecting her autonomy. 
Furthermore, it damaged her psychological well-being since she experienced great 
anxiety because of the hallucinations for several days after the dosage (Jensen, 2019, 
Ch.1, Section 5, para.10-11). 
 
● Staying in power through harmful ways 
The guru tries to stay in power by rewarding their follower’s dedication, punishing doubt, 
looking to continually renew and deepen their follower’s surrender, desiring more 
obedience from their followers (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.3. Section 10). Jensen argues 
such ways harm the well-being of the followers. Firstly, the guru might keep control by 
making followers feel guilty when they disobey or give in to desires, as this would show 
they still have too much ego. Secondly, the guru might disallow or ‘break’ close one-on-
one relationships, as this would threaten their central relationship with the guru (Jensen, 
 
 
2019, Ch.2, Section 2, para.15-16). Yet another psychologically damaging way the guru 
can retain power is to use spiritual practice ‘techniques [that] can lead to a profound 
shock experience in people's brains so that the personality disintegrates and one can no 
longer look critically at the community’ (Siegelman & Conway in Jensen, 2019, Ch.4, 
Section 2, para.3, trsl. EvdS). 
 
● Unreal Love, no Remorse & Unfulfilled Promises  
Three more (intertwined) behaviours of the guru that Van der Braak (2006) considers 
unethical will now be discussed: the guru displaying unreal love, showing no remorse, 
and leaving promises unfulfilled. The love of the guru for the followers is not real love 
but rather selfish love; the guru would only love the followers as extensions of 
themselves and as soon as a follower leaves, the love is over (Ch.2, Section 8). 
 
Both authors also consider the guru unable to admit mistakes and show remorse (Van der 
Braak, 2006, Ch.3. Section 10, para.24); Karta did not reply to Jensen’s complaint letter. 
Instead, he assigns all responsibilities to the followers, whose complaints would be 
merely projections on him, and for whom everything would be a lesson. The guru would 
not be accountable; ‘You [the follower] seal a spiritual contract, as it were, you fully trust 
the teacher and he or she does not have to be accountable to anyone or anything’ 
(Gurprakash in Jensen, 2019, Ch.8, Section 2, para.3, trsl. EvdS). In some strands of 
Buddhism, power abuse by the guru is justified as ‘an attempt to frustrate the students’ 
ego for the benefit of their enlightenment’ (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.8, Section 4, para.3). 
 
Van der Braak describes how the followers end up feeling betrayed by the unreal love, 
unfulfilled promises, and lack of remorse: 
 
‘They [the followers] feel cheated and betrayed. The guru has promised them paradise, 
they have given him their hearts, but in the end, he turns out to be not really interested in 
their well-being. When they confront the guru with his broken promises, he is unable to 
meet their expectations. He doesn’t take responsibility. He judges it to be their problem.’ 




4.4. Ethical Leadership of the Guru 
Van der Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) also regard certain behaviours of the guru ethical: 
 
● Deflecting the Power of Knowledge  
According to Van der Braak (2006), some gurus deflect power, disabling them to abuse it 
in the first place (Introduction, section 3). For example, Philosopher guru Socrates does 
not assume the power of knowing more than his disciples or followers (Ch.4, section 6-7) 
and does not force his own perspective upon them (Ch.4, Section 3, para.4). While Van 
der Braak (2006) focuses on the gurus not having all the answers to life’s questions, 
Jensen points to the fact that gurus cannot know everything about their followers either. 
Thus, she contends, the guru should encourage the followers to enforce their own 
boundaries after giving the followers a clear idea on what will happen during spiritual 
practices (Wallert in Jensen, 2019, Ch.2, Section 3, para.8). 
 
● Empowering Followers 
Some gurus try to bring out the best in their followers (Van der Braak, 2006, 
introduction, section 3) and help them to find their own answers: Socrates’ well-known 
maieutics (Introduction, section 3; Ch.8, Section 3, para.3). The followers are encouraged 
to not remain students and to not obey their guru (Ch.5, Section 3). Some Western 
Buddhist gurus choose to call themselves a ‘good friend’ instead of expert and encourage 
followers to learn from each other through being each other’s teachers, thereby 
preventing power abuse (Ch.8, Section 5, para.2). Similarly, some Kundalini Yoga 
teachers emphasize finding the guru within oneself (Guru Simrit in Jensen, Ch.7, Section 
1, para.7; Guru Bhajan in Jensen, 2019, Ch.7, Section 4, para.11). Jensen points to further 
empowerment of followers through the guru training them to enlarge their self-
confidence (Jensen, 2019, Ch.7, Section 4, para.7). 
 
● Balancing Horizontal and Vertical Eros 
 
 
Based on his analyses of philosopher gurus Socrates and Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, Van 
der Braak arrives at the notion of ethical leadership of gurus that should include a right 
balance between horizontal and vertical exchange of eros (eros being: love for the good). 
Horizontal eros is the mutual inspiration to learn, shared between guru and follower on 
the basis of equity (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.6, Section 2). Some yoga teachers, for 
example, emphasize that the guru is a life-long student too, thereby creating this more 
equal relationship (Jensen, 2019, Epilogue, Section 2, para.3). However, the relationship 
is not completely equal as there is also vertical eros; the upward force of stimulation, 
fueled by the follower’s admiration for their guru who shows them how they can still 
perfect themselves. Van der Braak points out that it’s important that the guru should not 
pretend to be fully equal, thereby confirming the idea that all hierarchy and authority 
would be wrong, as this denial of reality could undermine the trust of the followers. Both 
horizontal and vertical eros should be in place (Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.6, Section 2). 
 
● Balancing Idealization and De-idealization 
Similarly, the initial idealization of the guru serves the positive purpose of inspiring the 
follower, awakening eros, but needs to be balanced with de-idealization (Van der Braak, 
2006, Introduction, Section 4, para.4; Ch.2, Section 8, ). Idealization can remain to play 
to bring about the best in the follower (Ch.7, Section 3), but should eventually lead the 
follower to more autonomy (Ch.7, Section 4). It’s the guru’s responsibility to let 
themselves be de-idealized, by admitting their shortcomings, which will aid to find 
constructive solutions to limitations in the relationship (Ch.7, Section 6; Ch.8 , Section 5, 
para.9). 
 
● Concern for the Individual 
Van der Braak considers it ethically necessary for the guru to be a compassionate mentor 
(Van der Braak, 2006, Ch.7, Section 5). He states that the guru should approach their 
followers as individuals for whom the spiritual path can have different forms (Ch.9, 
Section 2, para.7). Similarly, Jensen appreciates individual concern when after the 
drugging incident, two other gurus were concerned and took time to personally talk to her 




● Hierarchical yet not Authoritarian 
Van der Braak further contends that the guru’s community will always be hierarchical, 
yet not necessarily authoritarian. Good signs would include: the guru allowing followers 
to leave the community freely, referring students to other guru’s if necessary for the 
student’s development, being open to criticism, and the guru allowing people in less 
powerful positions to have a say in who the leaders are (Van der Braak, Ch.9, Section 2, 
para.1-5). Similarly, Van Dijk suggests a feedback system as a way of coping with the 
dependency relationships in spiritual communities (Van Dijk in Jensen, 2019, Ch.3, 
Section 3, para.6). 
 
In conclusion, while most behaviour that the authors consider ethical has to do with sharing 
power with the followers and non-authoritarian leadership, they also consider compassionate 
concern for the followers ethically necessary. 
 
4.5. Critical analysis 
First of all, the authors do not explicate the ethical framework from which they work. While they 
do shed light on their backgrounds, they could have been more explicit about which ethical 
frameworks they use for their ethical analyses. This point will be further elaborated upon in Ch.5 
by utilizing Walker’s work. 
 
The most important point of criticism, however, is that the authors do not explicate nor dissolve 
the tension between the followers’ desire for leadership and transformation on the one hand, and 
the risk of power abuse and the authors’ subsequent call for a sharing of power with the 
followers on the other hand. To elaborate; the followers surrender because they are looking for 
the guru leading them to enlightenment. Yet this also puts the followers at risk of power abuse, 
because of which Van der Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) advocate more democratic forms of 
leadership. This would, however, defeat the purpose of the guru-follower relationship; the 
follower is looking for answers and leadership from a guru, not from themselves. Moreover, 
spiritual techniques such as critique, discipline, and self-transcendence are common and required 
 
 
necessary by certain traditions, gurus, and followers. Thus, the follower’s surrender could be 
interpreted as a request for (authoritarian) leadership that ‘damages’ (i.e. transforms) the ego. 
 
Two factors further complicate this tension. Firstly, there is the question of whether the guru is 
all-knowing. The authors quote gurus and followers who state that the guru is all-knowing and 
therefore whatever the guru does is a lesson for their followers. Therefore, behaviours of the 
guru such as systemic criticising, uninformed drugging, and not fulfilling promises can be 
ethically justified because of they would be in the best interest of the followers who have 
surrendered to the guru in order to find transformation and enlightenment. However, neither Van 
der Braak (2006) nor Jensen (2019) refute these claims and claim instead that these same 
behaviours are unethical because they would damage the well-being of the followers. Both 
perspectives are based on the assumption of the guru being or not being all-knowing. A second 
complicating factor is whether followers can make their choice to surrender freely or not. The 
follower is vulnerable as they are looking for answers and have psychological needs. Also, both 
authors describe the guru as often possessing manipulative abilities and charisma. At the same 
time, both authors point to follower’s choosing their guru amongst other gurus and the guru’s 




Jensen, mainly founding her arguments on the yoga community, and Van der Braak, mainly 
basing his arguments on the philosophy and Buddhism communities, both warn against the 
power abuse of gurus and suggest ethical ways for the leadership of gurus. The possibility of 
power abuse mostly comes about because of the followers (partly) surrendering to the guru who 
might not allow criticism. This unethical leadership most importantly includes ways of 
leadership that damage the psychological well-being of the followers; systematic criticism of the 
followers, uniformed drugging, and certain ways of retaining power. Instead, Jensen and Van der 
Braak point to ethical leadership of gurus that includes deflecting the power of knowledge, 
empowering followers, stimulating horizontal as well as vertical eros, de-idealization after 
idealization, concern for the individual, and leading the community to be hierarchical yet not 
 
 
authoritarian. Critical notes include both of the authors’ works lacking an explicated ethical 
framework and the internal inconsistency of them advocating the leader sharing their power with 
the followers, while the followers are also described as looking for answers and leadership from 
outside of themselves. The authors further ethically condemn techniques that damage the ego 







After understanding more of the care ethical perspective on leadership (Ch.3) and the ethics of 
leadership of gurus (Ch.4), the question will now be answered what those sources can tell each 
other: 
 
S3. To what insights does a comparison of the care ethical perspective on (the normativity and 
power dimension of) leadership (S1-A+S1-B) and the ethical perspectives of Jensen and Van der 
Braak on (the normativity and power dimension of) the leadership of gurus (S2) lead? 
 
This chapter starts with a description of the analysis method (Ch.5.a). Next, the most significant 
insights from comparing these sources are presented. A first result is that the question could be 
asked whether the guru can and/or does deploy caring leadership (Ch.5.2). Certain characteristics 
of guru leadership appear incompatible with caring leadership14, while others are compatible. In 
the latter case, the term ‘caring guru leadership’ is coined. Risks, solutions, and obstacles 
regarding this ‘caring guru leadership’ are observed. Second, based on the context of guru 
leadership, some suggestions are made for caring leadership (Ch.5.3). Third, a utilization of 
insights from Tronto (1993, 2013) and Walker (2007) will be discussed. Ch.5.4.1. shows how 
utilizing insights from Tronto results in understanding the leadership of the guru as care or not-
care, recognizing both justice and care ethics in the guru’s leadership, and an analysis of how 
guru leadership inhibits and/or contributes to democracy and equality in the guru’s community. 
Ch.5.4.2. shows how utilizing insights from Walker results in a discussion of how Jensen (2019) 
and Van der Braak (2006) include the power context of the guru’s leadership in their ethical 
analyses, a description of inequality in the guru’s community, an interrogation of that inequality, 
an assessment of how possible change is of present dominant moral understandings and 
inequality, and a critique on Jensen’s (2019) and Van der Braak’s (2006) limited and situated 
perspectives. Fourth, in Ch.5.5., Walker’s and Tronto’s theories themselves are challenged and 
supplemented with insights from the guru leadership context, mainly resulting in a more nuanced 
view on the use of power. 
 
14





For the analysis, three hermeneutic lenses have been deployed. This hermeneutic lens can be 
understood as a tool for inquiry and wonderment (Baur, Van Nistelrooij & Vanlaere, 2017). The 
lens is formed by one source of literature, and when looking through this lens at another source 
of literature, interpretation in the light of the first group of literature (that has formed the lens), 
will emerge (Baur et al, 2017). For this analysis, one lens has been formed by the care ethical 
literature on leadership (S1, Ch.3), another lens has been formed by the literature on leadership 
of gurus (S2, Ch.4), and one more lens has been formed by the sections on Tronto and Walker ( 
Ch.1 and 2). 
 
While Tronto and Walker had already been compared to the care ethical literature on leadership 
in Ch.2, this chapter completes the comparison of the three sources of literature with two more 
comparisons, as shown in figure 4. 
 





To compare the sources in a systematic manner, the two analysis tables below have been created. 
Each table compares two sources of literature with each other, with one source displayed in the 
horizontal top row, and the other source displayed in the first vertical column. To ensure 
thoroughness, the information per source is broken up into pieces, ordered per the sections of the 
chapters in which the information has been discussed. For clarification, see figure 5. 
 
Figure 5: Simplified overview of Analysis Table 1 
 
 
Throughout the chapter, there will be references to the cells of analysis tables 1 and 2, so that 
results can be traced back to the data. The reference will exist of a number that denotes which 
analysis table is referred to (1 or 2), and next a letter and number denoting the cell. So the first 
cell in analysis table 1 will be referred to as (1-A1) and, in the case of the simplified image 
above, refers to the comparison made between Ch.3.1 and Ch.4.1. 
 
Analysis Table 1: A systematic comparison of all sections on care ethics and leadership (S1, 
Ch.3) with all sections on the leadership of gurus (S2, Ch.4). The complete table contains 11x18 









Analysis Table 2: A systematic comparison of all sections on the leadership of gurus (S2, Ch.4) 
with all sections on Tronto and Walker (Ch.1 and 2). The complete table contains 14x18 content 







5.2. The Guru as a Caring Leader? 
While Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) use unexplicated ethical frameworks to judge 
guru leadership (1-B26), this section will look at guru leadership when judged from a care ethical 
framework. 
5.2.1. Incompatibilities 
Most of the guru leadership characteristics that Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) 
condemn as unethical (Ch.4.3), are in conflict with specific characteristics of caring leadership 
(1-C26). For example, Van der Braak contends that the guru might display unreal love for their 
followers, for egoistic reasons. Adversely, Gabriel (2014 15) contends that caring leadership 
should include altruism and genuine love for the followers (1-C15). Another illustration; Van der 
Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) both condemn the guru systematically criticizing the followers 
as power abuse, while leadership informed by care ethics prescribes having a realistic bias 





 The small V-image denotes what leadership context Gabriel (2014) addresses, which is various leadership 
contexts. See Table 1 (Ch.3.1) for all literature on leadership and care ethics and their respective leadership contexts.  
 
 





With regards to power there are two important incompatibilities: Guru leadership possibly not 
supporting equality and the power context being unbeneficial for the emergence of caring 
leadership. 
First, while caring leadership focuses on creating more equality and democratic dialogue, 
most leadership of gurus deemed unethical by Jensen (2019) and van der Braak (2006) inhibits 
this (1-G26). While caring leadership should seeks to share power with others (Smit & 
Scherman, 2016 ; Ch.3.2.2), some gurus specifically try to not share power and even stay in 
power if it takes abusive means to do so (1-G14). Other power abuse by the guru simply shows 
inequality (1-G11; 1-G13) or reinforces it through disempowering the followers (1-G12). 
 Second, the context in which guru leadership takes place, with regards to power (Ch.4.2), 
can be unbeneficial as well for the emergence of caring leadership. For example, if the guru’s 
personality is anti-democratic, caring leadership characteristics of listening to the voices of 
others (Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017 ; Gabriel, 2014 ; Maak & Pless, 2006 ) and facilitation 
dialogue (Larson & Murtadha, 2002 ; Maak & Pless, 2006 ; Smit & Scherman, 2016 ) are 
inhibited (1-C4). Also, the practice of followers surrendering (partly) to the guru, increases 
inequality and heightens the risk of power abuse (1-L5). 
 
5.2.2. Compatibilities 
On the other hand, most guru leadership that is deemed ethical by Jensen and Van der Braak is in 
line with caring leadership characteristics (1-C26). For example, the guru empowering followers 
through helping them find their own wisdom is compatible with the caring leadership 
characteristics of developing followers (Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017 ; Maak & Pless, 2006 ) 
and having a realistic bias towards the best in them (Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017 ; Smit & 
Scherman, 2016 ) (1-C20). Also, Jensen’s and Van der Braak’s call for concern for individual 
followers is almost identical with the caring leadership characteristic of genuine concern 
(Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017 ; Ciulla, 2009  ; Gabriel, 2014 ; Smit & Scherman, 2016 
) (1-C23). 
 







Jensen’s (2019) and van der Braak’s (2006) rethinking of guru leadership ethics brings guru 
leadership further away from mainstream hierarchical leadership, and more toward the 
equalization care ethical literature on leadership suggested (1-F26). Most guru leadership Jensen 
(2019) and Van der Braak (2006) present as ethical, is in line with the focus on equalization of 
caring leadership (1-G26), such as the guru deflecting the power of ‘having all the knowledge’ 
(1-G19), empowering followers (1-G20), equity-based horizontal eros16 (1-G21) and the guru 
letting themselves be de-idealized17 (1-G22). Some exceptions are, however, there, and will be 
discussed in Ch5.3. 
 
5.2.3. Caring Guru Leadership: Risks, Solutions and Obstacles 
As the last section has shown there are compatibilities between caring leadership and guru 
leadership, this section will now elaborate on this caring guru leadership by showing its risks, the 
solutions it brings, and the obstacles to it. 
 
Some characteristics of the guru’s community heighten the risks of caring leadership as outlined 
in Ch.3.1.2. (1-D26). The risk of instrumental use of caring leadership is heightened by the 
manipulative personality of the guru (1-D4). The risk of followers depending too much on the 
leader is heightened by the guru compelling/asking the followers to surrender (1-D5). It is 
questionable, however, whether the guru would still ask for surrender if the guru employed 
caring leadership (1-C5), as well as whether a guru with a manipulative personality would ever 
attempt to employ caring leadership (1-C4). If the guru would demonstrate caring leadership, one 
more risk is that the guru’s dependency on followers to stay in the community likely strengthens 
the risk of self-effacing caring leadership (1-D7). 
 
However, caring guru leadership also brings two positive solutions to problems associated with 
guru leadership. First, caring leadership could likely prevent power abuse (1-C11-C14) as 
making decisions based on love, care and equity (Larson & Murtadha, 2002 ) is a caring 
 
16
 Horizontal eros is the mutual inspiration to learn, shared between guru and followers on the basis of equity (Van 
der Braak, 2006, Ch.6, Section 2). See Ch.4.4. 
17
 De-idealization is the abrogation or re-balancing of the idealization (of the guru by the follower). See Ch.4.4. 
 
 
leadership characteristic that is diametrically opposed to power abuses (such as uninformed 
drugging). Second, caring leadership can also benefit the guru themselves by letting them win 
the favour of their followers through caring leadership (1-B7; 1-K7; 1-K26, 1-L7). The fact that 
leaders need to win the mandate to lead so as to obtain cooperation and not be criticized (Gabriel, 
2014 ; Larson & Muthada, 2002 ; Maak & Pless, 2006 ), is clearly visible with gurus 
being in a dependent position as the followers can choose to leave the guru’s community and 
publicly criticize the guru (Ch.4.2.4). 
 
While using a care ethical framework to make guru leadership more caring could possibly 
prevent power abuse and help the guru to win the mandate to lead, there are also obstacles to 
care ethics actually being used to inform the guru’s leadership. Firstly, the guru can be seen as 
beyond usual norms and having a message that is morally absolute (Ch.4.2.3), thus, the guru 
might find themselves not in need of an ethical guide (1-B6). Secondly, the guru’s personality 
can differ so much from caring leadership characteristics (1-C4) that it seems unlikely that 
certain gurus would prefer caring leadership (1-B4). 
 
5.3. Suggestions for Caring Leadership 
By comparing guru leadership ethics and caring leadership, insights also emerge that change the 
understandings about caring leadership. 
  Firstly, the literature on guru leadership ethics provides a more positive framing of 
hierarchy. Whereas the literature on caring leadership only points to an aim for more equality (1-
G26; Larson & Murtadha, 2002 ; Maak & Pless, 2006 , Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017 ),  
Van der Braak (2006), in contrast, points to the necessity of hierarchy (1-G24) and shows how 
hierarchy is useful for leadership: firstly, through the idealization of the guru that inspires the 
follower and secondly, through the vertical eros as the admiration for the guru that stimulates the 
follower to also perfect themselves (1-G26, 1-L26). Van der Braak (2006) further contends that 
the hierarchical community does not necessarily have to be authoritarian and thus opens up the 
possibility for ethical leadership that’s not based on an aim for equality. 
 Secondly, ethical guru leadership as described by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak 
(2006) mitigates caring leadership risks (1-D26). The most importantly mitigated risk is the risk 
 
 
of followers depending too much on the leader, which is mitigated by ethical guru leadership 
characteristics like deflecting the power of knowledge (1-D19), empowering followers (1-D20), 
balancing vertical eros with enough horizontal eros to retain equity (1-D21), and de-idealization 
of the guru (1-D22). Thus, supplementing caring leadership with these guru leadership 
characteristics can improve caring leadership by preventing its pitfalls. 
 
5.4. Utilizing Insights from Tronto and Walker 
5.4.1. Utilizing Insights from Tronto 
Using the insights from Tronto to reflect on guru leadership helped to understand better whether 
guru leadership can be considered care, if guru leadership is and should be informed by both care 




Some of the guru’s leadership that is considered unethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak 
(2006) can be seen as damaging the life-sustaining web that Fisher and Tronto describe and 
define care with (in Tronto, 1993), and are thus not care practices (2-D29; 2-D4; 2-D6; 2-D11-
16). These include, amongst others, sexual abuse (2-D12), systematic criticism (2-D13), and the 
guru giving unreal love to the followers (2-D16). On the other hand, some characteristics of the 
guru’s leadership that are considered ethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) can be 
understood as care (2-D22-25; 2-D29), such as the guru paying individual concern to followers 
(2-D25).  
 
Tronto contends that care always comes with inequality and vulnerability (Ch.2.3.1). When the 
guru takes care (spiritual or otherwise) of the follower, the follower is thus vulnerable to power 
abuse. Tronto calls for vigilance to avoid care’s risks and power abuse. Some characteristics of 
the guru’s leadership (considered ethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006)) can help to 
prevent the risks Tronto (1993) ascribes to care (2-E22-24; 2-E26; 2-E29). Most importantly, 
 
 
horizontal eros and de-idealization of the guru helps to establish more equity and thus mitigate 
Tronto’s risks for disdain for the care-receiver, paternalization18, and othering19 (2-E23-24). 
 
Care ethics and justice ethics 
Tronto’s suggestion to combine care ethics and justice ethics (Tronto, 1993), a suggestion also 
found in the literature on care ethics and leadership (Simola et al., 2010, 2012 ; Larson & 
Murtadha, 2002 ), is recognizable in Jensen’s (2019) and Van der Braak’s (2006) views on 
ethical guru leadership (2-C29). For example, the guru deflecting the power of knowledge 
(Ch.4.4) aims to not assume knowledge about the followers so as not to give them the wrong 
kind of care (care ethics and Tronto’s moral element of competence) but also contains honesty 
about their limited knowledge (justice ethics) (2-C21). Combining care ethics and justice ethics 
thus makes for a wider base to inform guru leadership with and this heightens chances of 
preventing the features of guru leadership that are considered unethical by Jensen (2019) and 
Van der Braak (2006) (2-C12-16; 2-C29). 
 
Power and equality 
Tronto is concerned with unequal power and suggests a caring democracy that should decrease 
inequality (Ch.2.3.1.). Power aspects in the guru’s community can conflict with equality and 
democracy, such as an anti-democratic personality of the guru (2-G4), the surrender of followers 
to the guru resulting in unequal authority positions (2-G5), and the guru’s morality being seen as 
absolute and unassailable (2-G6). Some characteristics of leadership by the guru that are called 
unethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) are also in conflict with democracy (2-
G29), such as the guru not listening to the followers and not accounting for wrong-doings (2-
G16). However, some features of guru leadership that are deemed ethical by Jensen (2019) and 
Van der Braak (2006) are in line with or supporting democracy in the guru’s community (2-
G29), such as equity generating characteristics like deflecting the power of knowledge (2-G21), 
horizontal eros (2-G23) and de-idealization of the guru (2-G24). The guru’s concern for 
individual followers is also in line with Tronto’s caring democracy as it involves listening to (the 
needs of) all the followers (2-G25), which also helps to prevent or mitigate privileged 
 
18
 Paternalization: the care-giver deciding for the care-receiver how to take care of the care-receiver. See Ch.2.3.1. 
19
 Othering: the perception of care-receivers as necessarily different and unequal. See Ch.2.31. 
 
 
irresponsibility because the guru tries to understand the needs of followers that the guru might 
not have themselves (2-F29). 
 
Tronto finally presents care as a critical tool for revealing unequal power relations in the guru's 
community. However, more research into who cares for whom and for what within the guru’s 
community would be necessary to use this tool appropriately (2-H8; 2-H12; 2-H25; 2-H29; ). 
 
5.4.2. Utilizing Insights from Walker 
Walker’s call for moral philosophy to critically take factual power relations in social practices 
into account (Ch.2.3.2) can be seen as ‘answered’ by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) 
who embed their ethical analyses of guru leadership within descriptions of the social setting and 
power positions (2-K4-8; 2-K12; 2-K15; 2-K21-23; 2-K29). The following utilization of insights 
from Walker for reflecting on guru leadership will further build on this in terms of what 
inequality there is in guru leadership ethics and how/whether it can be interrogated and changed. 
Lastly, however, Walker’s insights will be utilized to present a meta-critique on Jensen (2019) 
and Van der Braak (2006). 
 
Inequality 
What is clear from Jensen’s (2019) and Van der Braak’s (2006) descriptions of the power 
context is that although some factors decrease the guru’s power, the guru is in general in an 
authoritative position and can, as Walker’s puts it, enforce moral understandings (2-I29). Besides 
the enforcement of moral understandings, Walker (2007) is also concerned about unequal 
identities. The guru has a more dominant identity than the follower who, through surrender to the 
guru, ends up with a subordinate identity (2-L5). Walker’s concept of ‘unnecessary identities’ 
applies here because, according to Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006), followers can also 
get empowered, find their ‘guru within’ and teach each other (2-L22), while the guru himself is 
also a life-long student (Ch.4.4.3) and not all-knowing (Ch.4.4.1). Walker shows how an 
unnecessary and subordinate identity can be reinforced through the mechanism of naturalizing. 
In this case: the follower appears as someone who naturally doesn’t know and needs the all-
 
 
knowing guru to find answers, while this is not necessarily the case as the examples of Jensen 
(2019) and Van der Braak (2006) above show (2-L29). 
 
Interrogating the inequality 
Walker’s statement that practices can be interrogated with transparency and critical reflection 
(Walker, 2007; Ch.2.3.2) is also applicable to the guru’s leadership. When done so, it shows that 
most practices that are deemed unethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) cannot 
adhere to Walker’s standard of shared intelligibility (2-M12-16). For example, the guru 
systematically criticizing the followers is morally understood by the guru as teaching them 
lessons, while Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) in their (former) follower positions 
consider it abusive (2-M15), yet the followers find themselves in a position where they can’t 
easily question the practice (Ch.4.3). On the other hand, some of the practices that are deemed 
ethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006)) can live up to the standard of shared 
intelligibility (2-M29). For example, when Jensen receives individual concern from certain yoga 
gurus (Ch.4.4), all participants approve of the practice and it happens with transparency (2-M25). 




Walker (2007) contends that change of moral understandings can happen when the 
circumstances such as authoritative positions and means for communication are sufficiently 
positive (Ch.2.3.2). While some aspects of power in the guru’s community inhibit change (2-N4-
5; 2-N15, 2-N29), other aspects support change, e.g. criticism from outside (2-N7-8), relatively 
powerful followers (2-N9), and social media as an arena for public discourse for the followers 
(2-N6). However, followers need more authoritative power to really change moral 
understandings (2-N29). 
 
Who decides what’s ethical? 
Without claiming a specific moral framework, Van der Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) both 
judge certain leadership characteristics of the guru to be unethical (Ch.4.3) or ethical (Ch.4.4). 
However, according to Walker's expressive-collaborative model (2007; Ch.2.1), guru leadership 
 
 
characteristics cannot simply be said to be good or bad in any context because it is within each 
practice that the differently situated people within the practice negotiate this together (2-J12-15; 
2-J29). Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) speak from the perspectives of the specific 
followers they were and thus cannot judge the practice well before knowing the perspectives of 
the others involved. Although they do include some perspectives of others, they fail to include 
direct accounts from the gurus whose leadership they call unethical, as well as including few 
accounts of devoted followers. Their ethical judgements are thus situated and limited (2-I23-25; 
2-J12-15; 2-J21-26; 2-J29). 
 
5.5. ‘Stretching’ Tronto’s and Walker’s Views on Power 
Where the former section discussed insights from interpreting Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak 
(2006) in the light of Tronto (1993, 2013) and Walker (2007), this section will discuss what 
insights come out of understanding Tronto and Walker in the light of Jensen and Van der Braak. 
When done so, another view on power emerges and ‘stretch’ Tronto’s and Walker’s theories (2-
B29; 2-H29; 2-I29; 2-M29; 2-N29). 
 
5.5.1. Voluntarily Sharing Power 
While Tronto (1993, 2013) and Walker (2007) understand power as something that is not 
voluntarily shared by the powerful and can only shift under certain conditions (Ch.2), aspects of 
guru leadership suggest power and inequality can work differently in the context of the guru’s 
community (2-B29; 2-H29; 2-I29; 2-M29; 2-N29). Firstly, some gurus empower the followers, 
thereby mitigating the inequality between the guru and followers (2-B22; 2-I22). Secondly, gurus 
can also voluntarily relinquish (a part of) their own power; some gurus deflect the power that 
comes with their allegedly all-knowingness (2-B21; 2-I21) or let themselves to be de-idealized, 
thereby making the identities more symmetrical than before and working towards transparency 
(2-B24; 2-L24; 2-M24; 2-N24). Thirdly, this also shows that the distribution of power can shift 
in a different and easier way than Tronto and Walker present because change can also come 
through deliberate actions of the authority/guru (2-N24). Perhaps personality determines how the 
 
 
authority/guru uses, abuses or deflects their power (2-L4), a factor that Tronto (1993, 2013) and 
Walker (2007) have not taken into account. These aspects of guru leadership show that a sharing 
of power can not only happen through structural changes and bottom-up efforts, as the two 
authors contend, but also through spontaneous top-bottom actions. 
 
5.5.2. Good Power and Useful Inequality 
In their books, Tronto (1993, 2013) and Walker (2007) problematize power that unjustly benefits 
some while disadvantaging others. Thus they mainly point to how power can get abused and 
advocate a sharing of power. The care ethics and leadership literature (Ch.3), Jensen (2019) and 
Van der Braak (2006) focus more on how unequal power can also be used in good ways. There 
are gurus who show concern for their individual followers (the less powerful) and are 
compassionate mentors to them (2-B25; 2-L25). This still shares resemblance with Tronto’s 
(1993) account of good care, in which the care-receiver is vulnerable but the care-giver does not 
abuse this power. Even more distinctly, though, is that Van der Braak (2006) presents the 
inequality itself as useful when the vertical eros stimulates the follower to develop (2-B23, 2-
L23; Ch.4.4) and when idealization inspires the best in the follower through having a great 
example to look up to (-B24, 2-L24; Ch.4.4). Thus, these arguments for how powerful 
individuals can use their power in good ways and how this inequality proves to be useful add 
newly flavoured elements to the conversation with Tronto (1993, 2013) and Walker (2007). 
 
5.6. Conclusion 
Through the creation of two analysis tables, the comparisons of the literature on care ethics and 
leadership (I), the views of Tronto and Walker (II), and the ethical perspectives on guru 
leadership of Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) (III) have been completed. Results are 
summarized in figure 4 below. 
 
Results from comparing sources I and II include that most guru leadership that is deemed 
unethical by Van der Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) conflicts with caring leadership 
 
 
characteristics, while most guru leadership that is deemed ethical by Van der Braak (2006) and 
Jensen (2019) lines up with caring leadership characteristics. On the one hand, caring guru 
leadership can heighten the risks associated with caring leadership. On the other hand, it can also 
prevent power abuse and help the guru win the mandate to lead. However, the likelihood that 
certain gurus’ personalities and circumstances will motivate them to let their leadership be 
informed by care ethics, is questioned. Other results from this comparison are the suggestions 
guru leadership has for caring leadership, which are that hierarchy can be necessary and 
leadership characteristics that can mitigate some risks of caring leadership. 
 
Results from comparing sources II and III include to start with, the utilization of insights from 
Tronto (1993, 2013). Features of guru leadership considered ethical by Jensen (2012) and Van 
der Braak (2006) appear to be interpretable as care, a combination of justice and care ethics, and 
contributing to democracy and equality in the guru’s community. A utilization of insights from 
Walker (2007) leads to seeing that Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) include the power 
context of the guru’s leadership in their ethical analyses (in line with Walker’s (2007) suggestion 
for moral philosophy) but also that their ethical analyses are limited because situated. Further, a 
description of inequality in the guru’s community results in understanding the guru as having the 
authoritative power to enforce moral understandings and the unequal identities of guru and 
follower being unnecessary. An interrogation of that inequality exposes certain guru leadership 
characteristics (that are deemed unethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006)) as not 
adhering to Walker’s standard of shared intelligibility, while other leadership characteristics that 
are deemed ethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) do adhere. Further, while some 
aspects of the power dimension in the guru’s community inhibit change, others support change. 
Finally, Tronto’s (1993, 2013) and Walker’s (2007) views on power are ‘stretched’, nuanced, 
and supplemented with the knowledge from the guru leadership context that powerful individuals 
can also voluntarily share or deflect power, as well as use power and inequality for the good of 
the followers. 
 










This chapter discusses the findings in light of the research problem, other literature, and aims to 
highlight special findings. The chapter will complete with recommendations and the limitations 
of this research. A conclusion of Ch.6 is integrated into the short and concluding last chapter, 
Ch.7. 
 
6.1. Five Aspects for Discussion 
The follower five aspects for discussion have been partly chronologically ordered (as per this 
research) and partly build onto each other but can also be read independently of each other. 
While some aspects are approached with arguments and counter-arguments for specific 
perspectives, other aspects mostly lead to questions that invite further discussion and research. 
The greatest focus of this chapter is on the most central theme of this research: good and bad use 
of power by leaders and the associated question of inequality with which this chapter will now 
open. 
 
6.1.1. Bad Versus Good Use of Power and the Question of Inequality 
In the social relevance section of this research, the question was asked: ‘Does power necessarily 
lead to power abuse, or could power also have a positive influence?’ (Ch.1.2). 
 
One of the answers found to this question was Kunneman’s envisioning of ‘good power’: ‘power 
that is respectable because it contributes to safeguarding moral values and moral capital’ 
(Kunneman, 2012, trsl. EvdS). The literature on care ethics and leadership20 presents such an 
avenue for good power in the form of ‘caring leadership’ (Ch.3.1). Certain cases of guru 
leadership offer empirical examples of what this can look like in practice, in this research coined 
as ‘caring guru leadership’ (Ch.5.2.2). At the same time, this also shows that concerns about 
 
20
 See Appendix B for a list of the 12 studies on care ethics and literature that have been found for this research and 
integrated into Chapters 2, 3 and 5. 
 
 
unethical guru leadership, such as Woollett voices based on extreme examples such as gurus 
Jones and Rajneesh (Ch.1.2; Woollett, 2018), are only one side of the story. 
 
Tronto (1993, 2013) and Walker (2007), however, mostly problematize power because of their 
concern with inequality and power abuse. It leads them to think about society’s practices rather 
than the ethics of individual leaders (which will both be shown to be important, however). Both 
authors point out power abuse by the powerful but look for different solutions to inequality and 
power abuse than individual leadership ethics (Ch.2.3). 
 
Their theories in which power is mostly pointed to as something that can be abused and is not 
voluntarily shared by the ones in power get ‘stretched’ by empirical data from Jensen (2019) and 
Van der Braak (2006) on guru leadership ethics (Ch.5.5) because the authority (guru) can be 
found to voluntarily share their power with followers and use their power and the inequality for 
the good of the followers (Ch.5.5). 
 
It should be noted here, however, that it is still the guru in power who can decide what to do with 
that power; the followers remain vulnerable to the decisions of the guru. One way to cope with 
this problem of powerful individuals abusing their power is to democratize and truly share 
power, ideas that we find in Tronto’s work (2013). Another way to cope with this problem is 
researching further in which contexts and under which determining circumstances individual 
leaders tend to use their power for the good. Based on the findings of this research, the 
determinant of personality will be further discussed below. One more way to rethink the problem 
of inequality in leadership is to define leadership differently; Laub (2018) defines leadership not 
as based on positions in a hierarchy but rather as a set of actions. This ‘action-based approach’ to 
leadership (Laub, 2018) and the new possibilities it opens up for rethinking the problem will be 
discussed next. 
 
Determinants of good and bad use of power and the factor of personality 
But what makes a guru (or other leader) employ ethical versus unethical leadership? Based on 
this research, one factor that can be said to be influential is personality. If the guru has a 
manipulative, anti-democratic personality, this leads to the guru demanding surrender from their 
 
 
followers, thereby creating enough inequality for the follower to be at risk of power abuse 
(Ch.4.2.1). This power abuse also depends on the personality of the guru, e.g. the elitist guru 
systematically criticizing the followers, continuously demanding more obedience, or 
paternalistically drugging followers without informed consent (Ch.4.3). Yet Jensen (2019) and 
Van der Braak (2006) also both encountered gurus with different personalities and ethical 
leadership (Ch.4.1, 4.4). 
 
This raises the question: ‘Can the leader’s personality develop in such a way that they start 
employing more ethical leadership?’ Perhaps this can be a natural moral development over time 
(just like the general moral development empirically observed by Kohlberg(1971) or Gilligan 
(1977, 1982), or perhaps certain events and circumstances can trigger gurus to move toward 
ethical leadership more quickly. As the literature on leadership and care ethics does not address 
the factor of personality (or other determinants of leadership ethics), further (literature and/or 
empirical) research on the topic of leadership ethics determinants can contribute to progress the 
social quest for creating ethical (caring) leadership (of gurus). 
 
The solution to unethical leadership presented above (of advancing the leader’s personality and 
moral development) can, however, be questioned by emphasizing the vulnerability that the 
followers still have in this model toward the leader and the leader’s (un)development.  
As also noted above, an alternative can be the prevention of vulnerability to one specific leader 
(and their personality) by setting up democratic structures in which power is already shared. 
Inspiration for this can be drawn from Tronto’s caring democracy (2013) and caring institutions 
(2010), but also from a distinctive approach to leadership that we will now turn to: the action-
based approach (Laub, 2018). 
 
The action-based approach to leadership 
In this research, ‘leadership’ and its subsets ‘leader’ and ‘follower’ have been defined following 
the positional approach, instead of the action-based approach. The positional approach means 
that the leader and follower are determined by hierarchical positions, with the leader being the 
‘one who has an appointed or elected authority role within a group or organization’ (Laub, 2018, 
p.49). Although the use of this positional approach is most common in the leadership literature, 
 
 
Laub argues for using an action-based approach instead. He makes the distinction between the 
position of leadership and the function (or actions) of leadership. As ‘[w]e all know of positional 
leaders who do not lead’ (p.50), he reasons, it would be a mistake to confuse leadership for its 
position. Instead, he defines the leader in terms of actions as ‘a person who sees a vision, takes 
action toward the vision, and mobilizes others to become partners in pursuing change’ (p.59) and 
followers as persons who ‘voluntarily and actively engage in the leadership process by 
responding to the leader’s initiative to identify shared purpose, vision, and action toward change’ 
(p.64). Leadership, finally, is defined by Laub as ‘an intentional change process 
through which leaders and followers, joined by a shared purpose, initiate 
action to pursue a common vision’ (p.62). Note that a big difference between the two approaches 
is that with the action approach, a person might lead at one moment and follow at the other 
moment. This in contrast to the positional approach in which the positional leader and positional 
followers are quite static places in a hierarchy. 
 
To recapture the problem that will be rethought here with the action-based approach: Caring 
leadership’s pursuit of equality between (positional) leader and (positional) followers proves to 
be a difficult task. Firstly, because positions cannot easily change (Ch.3; Tronto, 1993; Walker, 
2007). Secondly, because the positional approach, per definition, assumes and necessarily 
includes inequality. 
 
When this problem is viewed from within the action-based approach, a different perspective 
occurs: Leadership can then be understood as equalized in the sense that the actions of leading 
and following are not necessarily limited to specific positions and thus only to specific persons. 
When leadership is not considered to be linked to positions, the question emerges whether now 
everyone can be a leader (from time to time)? Further research could be helpful in understanding 
the link between action-based leadership and equality. The question if everyone can be a leader 
(and thus if there is truly equality) within this action approach will now be further explored with 




In Ch.5.4.2, guru and follower are argued to be unnecessary identities21. Thus guru and follower 
appear as functions here, rather than fixed positions, or in Walker’s terms (2007): as unnecessary 
identities rather than necessary identities. A utopian image might come to mind of people equally 
teaching and learning from each other. However, that would require a very different spiritual 
community than the current common ones that Van der Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) describe 
in which one guru demands surrender from the others. However, some gurus willingly share their 
power with followers and seek to empower followers and let them teach each other. Such anti-
authoritarian guru leadership (Ch.4.4) thus ignites circumstances under which more equal action-
based guru leadership thrives. Another way for equal action-based guru leadership to thrive is if 
it is endorsed by a community from the start onward. An example is the festivals hosted by 
Dutch spiritual youngsters community PLAY22 where there is no leading guru and all participants 
are invited to give workshops to each other. Here, the ‘guru’ of one workshop can indeed be seen 
in the follower role in the next workshop. 
 
A few counter-arguments to this promise of equality can be made. Firstly, it seems unlikely that 
everyone can take the leading role because people have differently developed abilities when it 
comes to having vision, communicating their vision, and inspiring others to take subsequent 
action. In metaphysical terms it remains a question whether everyone has ‘a guru within’ and can 
teach spirituality. The question whether the guru is really in the special position of direct 
connection to God will be further discussed in 6.1.3. Secondly, Walker’s (2007) insight that 
people in different positions have different authoritative power can be utilized here to understand 
that someone in a less authoritative position will have more difficulty to communicate a vision 
and inspire others to take action on that vision, i.e. to be authorized by others to lead. This can 
have to do not only with someone’s hierarchical position in a community but also with 
dimensions like gender, race, class and the presuppositions that are associated with those 
 
21
 Unnecessary identities is a term Walker (2007) uses to denote the existence of unequal power 
relations that are justified with the false claim that the unequal identities are natural and 
unavoidable. In Ch.4, it is argued that guru and follower are unnecessary identities because Van 
der Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) point to followers also being able to get empowered, find 
‘their guru within’ and teach each other, while the guru can be understood as a life-long student 
who is, furthermore, not all-knowing (Ch.4.4). 
22 https://www.playcommunity.nl/, Found on the 30th of September, 2019. 
 
 
dimensions. Thirdly, one can object that using the action-based approach conceals inequality and 
relations of power in general. While the positional approach is power-sensitive by definition, the 
action-based approach runs the risk of obscuring unequal power positions because of its focus on 
actions only. A false sense of equality arises because ‘many people could potentially take actions 
that are associated with leading’, yet not all of them are in equal power positions. Nevertheless, 
inequality does also show in actions. Methods like mapping inequality by creating a geography 
of responsibilities (Walker, 2007) and analyzing (the distribution of) care work (Tronto, 1993) 
can be used to remain vigilant to expose power relations, even when using the action approach to 
reflect on leadership. In this context, analyzing who leads who and how often would also help to 
analyze power inequality. 
 
6.1.2. Does the Guru also Decide what Ethical Leadership is? 
Walker (2007) claims that a critical reflection23 on the ethics of a practice can only be completed 
by hearing the perspectives of all practitioners involved in the practice (Ch.2.3.2). However, 
Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) mainly underrepresent the voices of the gurus 
themselves (Ch.5.4.2). Similarly, Woollett’s (2018) accounts of unethical guru leadership are 
based on events in the guru’s community, yet not on the perspective of the guru (Ch.1.2). 
 
Future research into the experience and moral understandings of the gurus themselves (other than 
their public statements or authors speaking about gurus, which Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak 
(2006) do include in their analysis) could elicit these underrepresented voices. Four specific 
concerns underscore this call for further research. Firstly, Jensen (2019) points to the guru’s self-
abuse (i.e. harmful substance use by the guru themselves), yet without elaborating on why this 
happens (2019, Ch.2, Section 2, para.12-13) so that this remains a concern and question 
unanswered. Secondly, in Ch.3, I argued that there is a risk of self-effacement amongst 
leaders/gurus which would also be a concern if indeed the case. Thirdly, Pedler (2011) points to 
the prevalence of leaders suffering from imposter syndrome: A self-undermining psychological 
condition that, moreover, leads to failing leadership. A fourth reason to research the point of 
 
23
 Critical analysis (Walker, 2007): The assessment of the ethics within a practice by testing the intelligibility of 
dominant moral understandings for all practitioners involved. See for more, Ch.2.3.2. 
 
 
view of the guru can be to further understand the guru’s connection with God/the divine, which 
will be further discussed in the next section because of the dissensus it entails. 
 
However, an obstacle can be an unwillingness of gurus with a distanced and elitist personality to 
openly share their true (vulnerable) perspectives. Pedler (2011) found that the cultural 
dominance of [the] heroic view of leadership’ inhibits an appreciation for leaders’ openness 
(p.6). In the context of guru leadership, one can, for example, ask why the autobiography of guru 
Yogananda (2003), 470 pages long, did not contain any accounts of self-doubt, self-abuse or 
self-effacement, ethical dilemmas or reflections on unequal power relations. One answer could 
be that he experienced none of this. Another answer could be that he didn’t write about them 
publicly. In any case, the building of rapport and/or assuring confidentiality will help to forestall 
this problem. 
 
6.1.3. The All-knowing Guru? 
Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) implicitly assume that the claim of the guru having 
absolute knowledge (because of a direct connection with the divine/God) is untrue (Ch.4.5). This 
is problematic first of all because it is, in Ricoeur’s terms (1994), an injustice to the other (the 
guru) who has only been projected upon without having been asked or understood much at all. 
Secondly, the assumption is problematic because it implicates judgments about what leadership 
would be ethical and unethical. On the one hand, the guru can justify power abuse with the claim 
to be all-knowing, won’t need to adhere to society’s norms, nor respond to moral criticism 
(Ch.4.2.3.). To speak with Walker’s (2007) terms, this would also justify the unequal identities 
of guru and follower (Ch.5.4.2.) as necessary because natural, as well as justify corresponding 
dominant moral understandings enforced by the guru (Ch.5.4.2.). A claim like ‘everything is a 
lesson from the guru’ (Yogi Bhajan in Jensen, 2019, Ch.2, Section 3, para.2) can either be 
sincere and used for the well-being of followers, or can falsely justify power abuse. On the other 
hand, deflecting the power of knowledge (Ch.4.4), called ethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der 
Braak (2006) would not even be sincere for a truly all-knowing guru and could, furthermore, 




Therefore, it is important to establish knowledge on whether (which) gurus are all-knowing and 
thus which leadership is ethically correct. Scientists in the field of theology and religious studies 
are here explicitly invited to join the discussion. To use Ricoeur’s (1994) concepts again, perhaps 
with proper hermeneutical openness a ‘fusion of horizons’ could occur between gurus and non-
guru scientists. A counter-argument to the opening of this discussion, however, is the idea of 
paradigms not being able to ‘speak to each other’: incommensurability (Kuhn, 1962). In this 
case, scientists in the empirical paradigm would have difficulty verifying the connection between 
the guru and the divine, which is a concept from the theological/spiritual paradigm that places 
emphasis on belief instead. 
 
6.1.4. Leadership as a Care Practice? 
If the guru’s leadership can be interpreted as a care practice, this would open up new avenues for 
analysis as the care given by the guru to followers could be critically compared to care ethical 
literature on what good care-giving entails. The question whether leadership can be interpreted as 
a care practice was put forward in Ch.2.5 but few literature was available to answer it and none 
of the sub-questions raised explicit reflections on this question. Based on the findings of this 
research, a return to this question will now be made. 
 
To summarize which related insights have been found in the chapters above: 
● The acknowledgment of spiritual needs (e.g., Clark, Drain, & Malone, 2003; Leget, 2007, 
2013; Leget, Daelen & Swart, 2013; Collinson, Killeavy & Stephenson, 1998; Lines, 
2002; Warrier, 2003). 
● Followers seek out a guru whom they think will be best able to fulfil their spiritual needs 
(Warrier, 2003). 
● Caring leadership is proposed as including the leader caring for the followers (Ch.3) 
● A guru with manipulative personality knows how to recognize ‘the psychological needs 
of their students and know[s] how to subtly suggest that they can fulfil those needs’ 




The factor of spiritual needs of the student matters ethically as the student chooses the guru 
based on the guru’s suggestion to fulfil those needs, and with the surrender and the position of 
care-receiver comes vulnerability, thereby increasing the risk of power abuse. 
 
I will now argue leadership to be partly a care practice in two ways. If the definition of care of 
Fisher & Tronto and the definition of leadership of Laub are compared, a first clue emerges. At 
first sight it seems that Laub’s definition of leadership as ‘an intentional change process through 
which leaders and followers, joined by a shared purpose, initiate action to pursue a common 
vision’ (Laub, 2018) has little in common with Fisher’s & Tronto’s definition of care:  
 
‘A species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair 
our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, 
our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-
sustaining web.’ (Fisher & Tronto in Tronto, 1993, p.103) 
 
However, it can be argued that leadership is a care practice when the leader, through their vision 
and leadership aims to maintain, continue or repair so as to live well in the world with others. In 
the context of guru leadership, caring for the spiritual needs of the followers is such a goal that 
makes leadership (partly) into a care practice. Secondly, some parts of leadership always have to 
be a care practice when following the caring leadership model. Even if the goal of leadership is 
something unrelated to care, such as spreading the word of the guru to find more followers or 
creating an artwork that honours the guru, the well-being of the followers will have to be kept in 
mind by the leader. For example: are the followers well-nourished during their work activities? 
And: Does the work enable the followers to grow and flourish as persons? 
 
Two implications of thinking about (guru) leadership as (partly) a care practice will now be 
discussed. Firstly, a surprising outcome of understanding guru leadership (partly) as a care 
practice is that the guru can be seen in a new light. Instead of understanding the guru as a wise 
teacher or elitist power abuser, the guru can be understood as ‘burdened’ with care 
responsibilities. This raises the question whether the guru is able to take care of all individual 
followers? As well as whether the guru is able to get their own care needs met, as ‘in order to be 
 
 
able to recognize the needs of others, one must first be attentive to one’s own needs for care’ 
(Tronto, 1993, p.131)? However, one could also argue that the guru is in the authoritative 
position to, in Walker’s (2007) terms, ‘deflect the assigned responsibilities’. Thus emphasizing 
that the guru is only burdened with care responsibilities as much as and as long as the guru 
accepts this to happen. Another surprising outcome of thinking about leadership as (partly) a care 
practice is the hypothesis that caring leadership can help to improve the poor status of care work. 
Care work is usually devalued, underpaid, and done by the marginalized (Tronto, 1993), yet 
leaders (who at least partly do care work too) are in the centre of power. Gabriel (2014 ) 
summarizes this paradox as follows: ‘people whom we expect to care are among the lowliest in 
the status hierarchies, as well as those who are highest in the status hierarchies’ (p.328, emphasis 
in original). The hypothesis proposed in this discussion is that a revaluing of care by dominant 
identities (i.e. leaders) can create a more positive image of care because caring leadership can 
entail reinforcing the followers to learn and exercise caring skills (as suggested by Hamington, 
2011 ), modelling care for the follower’s learning purposes (Smit & Scherman, 2006 ), and 
promoting care as a value and supporting follower’s responsibility-taking (Sander-Staudt, 2011 
). Empirical research could verify and explore these two implications of leadership as a care 
practice. 
 
6.1.5. Different Gurus, Different Leadership 
An inconsistency in Jensen’s (2019) and Van der Braak’s (2006) description of the guru’s 
personality points out that different gurus have different personalities and thus, also, expose 
different kinds of leadership. On the one hand, Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006), based 
on Oaks’ list of guru personality traits (in Van der Braak, 2006; in Jensen, 2019), describe the 
guru as manipulative, distanced, and anti-democratic, with authoritarian leadership and power 
abuse as a consequence (Ch.4.3). On the other hand, later on in their books, they describe gurus 
who deflect power, empower the followers instead, and concern themselves about individual 
followers (Ch.4.4). Thus, there are clearly different kinds of gurus and different corresponding 
leadership styles. Warrier (2003) also contends that there is a ‘wild variety’ and ‘diversity’ of 




Two specific groups of gurus are now put forward as relevant for further research. Firstly, female 
gurus as this under-researched minority would have different leadership ethics. While Van der 
Braak (2006) doesn’t explicitly include any female guru in his analysis, Jensen (2019) does 
include one female guru. Her contention that female gurus form a minority raises feminist and 
care-ethical questions on power and voice denial. Further, Jensen (2019) describes this female 
guru as softer, more accepting of shortcomings, and frank (Jensen, 2019, Ch.2, section 1, 
para.32-33). This is reminiscent of Larson & Murthadha (2002 ) contending that female 
leaders more often enact an ethic of care and that they need to be revalued. It should be kept in 
mind, however, that care ethics is not exclusively enacted by women (Tronto, 1993) and can be 
enacted by leaders of any gender (Vetter, 2010 ). A second group relevant for study is ‘online 
gurus’ as this under-researched and expanding group entails very different circumstances and 
leadership. Neither Jensen (2019), Van der Braak (2006), Warrier (2013) or Woollett (2018) 
mention online gurus. From my own experience as a creator of guided YouTube meditations and 
video courses on spirituality and self-development topics, as well as a follower of various online 
spiritual teachers24, I argue that online gurus have less control over their followers as followers 
can easily leave and will likely never be personally addressed by the guru or other followers. 
This leaves the follower less vulnerable for power abuse. Moreover, on a video forum like 
YouTube where many online gurus have channels, viewers can anonymously criticize the guru, 
often resulting in more fierce negative feedback than in offline face-to-face settings where 
people feel less safe to share their honest criticism. On the other hand, with the guru having a 
bigger amount of anonymity and possibility to simply delete the channel and leave, a bigger risk 
of irresponsible leadership is also present. With the internet becoming more important and 
ubiquitous, online gurus are becoming increasingly common and the need for ethics research on 








6.2.1. Ethical Guru Leadership 
This research offers a vision on the features of ethically good guru leadership which can be used 
by gurus to improve their leadership ethics. First of all, many characteristics of caring leadership 
(Ch.3) are compatible with guru leadership, thus, ‘caring guru leadership’ (see Ch.5.2) can be 
recommended to employ. Not only can this mitigate power abuse, but also help the guru to ‘win 
the mandate to lead’ (Ch.5.2.3). However, it should be kept in mind that there are also risks of 
caring guru leadership (Ch.5.2.3) which should be taken into account. Secondly, based on Tronto 
(1993) and Simola et al. (2010, 2012), it is recommended to supplement care ethics with justice 
ethics (Ch.3, Ch.5.4.1). Some suggestions on what guru leadership should be like from a justice 
ethics perspective can be found in the descriptions of ethical guru leadership by Jensen (2019) 
and Van der Braak (2006) (Ch.4.4). At the same time, it can be recommended not to include the 
leadership features that Van der Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) call unethical (Ch.4.3). 
 
Note, however, that the former recommendations are by no means exhaustive, especially since 
contextual factors will always differ. In line with Walker’s (2007) praxeological moral 
epistemology, I argue that in the end, the ethics of guru leadership can only be assessed by a 
joined dialogue of all participants. To include democratic and dialogical processes in leadership 
(as recommended by Larson & Murtadha, 2002 ; Atwijuka & Caldwell, 2017 ) could greatly 
benefit this process of moral deliberation and thus the development of guru leadership that is 
deemed ethical by all people involved. 
 
Assessment of guru leadership 
Further, to prevent power abuse by the guru, it is recommended for (potential) followers to 
assess the leadership ethics of their (potential) guru. This can be done by comparing the guru’s 
behaviour to the caring leadership characteristics list (Ch.3.1.1), or to the features of guru 
leadership deemed ethical versus unethical by Van der Braak (2006) and Jensen (2019) (Ch.4.3 
and 4.4.). Three (more complex) ways of assessing the leadership ethics of the guru are to use 
care as a critical tool to see if care work is unequally distributed (Tronto, 1993 pp.172-175; 
Ch.5.4.1.), use critical reflection to see if dominant moral understandings make sense to 
 
 
everyone involved (Walker, 2007; Ch.5.4.2.), and create a geography of responsibilities to see if 
responsibilities are unequally distributed (Walker, 2007; Ch.5.4.2). 
 
6.2.2 Future Research 
Throughout this chapter, recommendations for future research have been made. In table 2 below, 
an enumeration is presented: 
 
Table 2: Summary recommendations for future research 
Recommended topic for future research Section with more elaborate explanation 
- Good power: context and determinants 
- Action-based leadership and equality 
6.1.1. Bad versus good use of power and the 
question of inequality 
Experiences and moral understandings of the 
gurus themselves (other than their public 
statements or statements from authors 
speaking about gurus) 
6.1.2. Does the Guru also Decide what Ethical 
Leadership is? 
The ‘all-knowing guru’ 6.1.3. The all-knowing guru? 
- Guru as ‘burdened’ care-giver 
- Revaluing care through caring 
leadership 
6.1.4. Leadership as a Care Practice? 
- Different gurus: e.g.Female gurus 
- Different guru contexts: e.g. Online 
gurus 
6.1.5. Different Gurus, Different Leadership 
 
6.3. Limitations 
6.3.1. Limited Generalizability 
Only a limited amount and certain type of gurus has been studied. Jensen (2019) mostly writes 
about male gurus within the yoga scene, while Van der Braak (2006) mostly speaks about male 
 
 
Buddhist and philosopher gurus, but different gurus deploy different leadership styles (Ch.6.1.5). 
For this reason, generalizing from this research to all gurus is problematic. Although ‘[t]he 
argument for qualitative research has never been that its claims for generalizability are 
exceptionally strong’ (Firestone, 1993, p.22), there is the possibility of the reader critically 
assessing if the circumstances of the guru leadership described in this research are similar 
enough to extrapolate to another context. 
 
6.3.2. Subjectivity and representation 
It is important to gain the perspectives of all differently situated people in the social/moral 
practice (Ch.2.3.2; Walker, 2007), yet a few factors inhibit this completeness of perspectives for 
this research. Firstly, the perspective of gurus is underrepresented in this research (Ch.6.1.2) as 
Jensen (2019) and Van der Braak (2006) mostly base their studies on their own experience as 
(ex-)followers, accounts of other (ex-)followers, researchers, philosophers, and only some claims 
that the gurus have made in public. Secondly, my personal situatedness25 as an ex-follower, 
follower, and teacher on meditation and personal development leads me to specific expectations, 
perceptions, and even hopes for certain outcomes, which is a threat to objectivity. On the one 
hand, this ‘bias’ could have diminished the credibility and validity of this study. On the other 
hand, my subjectivity could also have contributed to a deeper understanding and particular 
insights that would have been harder or impossible to gain by researchers with a very different 
background. Roulston (2015) proposes to understand ‘bias’ ‘as a characteristic quality unique to 
a particular researcher’ which could both benefit or harm the credibility and validity (p.337). To 
mitigate the risks of my subjectivity, I have practised reflexivity through keeping a journal, so as 
to be more aware of how my own background and ideas influence the research. The reader is, of 
course, invited to judge for themselves, for which Appendix E ‘About the author’ is helpful.  
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The social concern that gave rise to this research is low trust in leaders and power abuse within 
guru leadership (Ch.1.2). The scientific concern has been the under-researched fields of care 
ethics in combination with leadership (as well as the dissensus in that field) and guru leadership 
(Ch.1.3). The following main question was presented: ‘What care ethical perspective can be 
formed on the normativity and power dimension of the leadership of gurus by comparing the 
existing literature on care ethics and leadership26, perspectives of Tronto and Walker on power, 
and the ethical perspectives of Jensen and Van der Braak on the leadership of gurus?’ Analysis 
has been conducted through coding and creating comparison analysis tables. 
 
This research forms a first synthesis of the existing literature on care ethics and leadership, 
resulting in the description of leadership as informed by care ethics (caring leadership), with the 
two main characteristics of the leader having the responsibility to care for their followers, and the 
aim for more equalization between leader and followers. The critical views of Tronto (1993, 
2013) and Walker (2007) on power and inequality help to critically assess the feasibility of this 
caring leadership, as positions and authority do not easily change and power can be abused. 
Although existing literature does not include a care ethical perspective on leadership of gurus, 
this perspective is formed by comparing the ethical perspectives on guru leadership of Jensen 
(2019) and Van der Braak (2006) with the literature on care ethics and leadership, resulting in a 
significant overlap between guru leadership considered ethical by the two authors and caring 
leadership: caring guru leadership. However, ethical leadership also includes justice ethics, thus 
echoing the same call for the two types of ethics to supplement each other as articulated by 
Tronto (1993) and the literature on care ethics and leadership. Tronto’s work is further helpful in 
interpreting certain aspects of guru leadership considered ethical by Jensen (2019) and Van der 
Braak (20116) as care and supporting democracy and equality (with guru leadership that is 
considered unethical by the two authors having the opposite features). A further comparison with 
Walker showed that guru leadership can take place in a context of asymmetrical 
relations/identities, with some contextual elements that support or inhibit change of (unequal) 
 
26
 See appendix B for the list of studies that combine care ethics and leadership. 
 
 
dominant moral understandings, while at the same time challenging Jensen’s (2019) and Van der 
Braak’s (2006) moral understandings as situated and thus limited. 
 
The most important points of discussion (Ch.6) are, firstly, the bad versus good use of power and 
inequality, the determining factors in this and how the action-based approach can help us 
understand this topic differently. Secondly, based on Walker’s (2007) it can be problematized 
that the perspectives of the gurus are underrepresented in Jensen’s (2019), Van der Braak’s 
(2006), and this research. Third, the alleged all-knowingness of the guru has important ethical 
implications and an invitation for discussion is made. Fourth, if guru leadership can be seen as a 
care practice, this opens up new avenues for analysis, as well as the hypotheses that the guru can 
be burdened with care responsibilities, and that caring leadership can improve the poor status of 
care work. Fifth, future research into gurus with different personalities, gender, or context should 
nuance and/or supplement the findings from this research which is mostly based on male, Yoga, 
Buddhist and philosopher gurus. Next, the most important recommendations include the guru 
employing caring guru leadership, justice ethics, and democratic moral deliberation with the 
followers, as well as the guru being assessed on these grounds by (potential) followers. Finally, 
limitations to this research include limited generalizability and representation. 
 
I started this thesis out with my personal concern about my own leadership ethics as I continue to 
come across ethical dilemmas that require my reflection and vigilance. The findings from this 
research have given me new understandings and tools to do so. 
 
Ch.4 featured gurus who consciously take the just, caring and democratic road to leading their 
followers. This shows that ethical guru leadership is possible, that there are gurus working 
toward it, and that research can help to achieve it by creating more understanding of what 





Abreu Pederzini, G. (2018). The Deceitful Romance of Caring Leadership: A Leaders’ 
Perspective. In: British Academy of Management Conference 2018, 04-06 Sep 2018, 
Bristol, UK 
Atwijuka, S., & Caldwell, C. (2017). Authentic leadership and the ethic of care. Journal of 
Management Development, 36(8), 1040-1051. doi:10.1108/JMD-12-2016-0331 
Baur, V., van Nistelrooij, I., & Vanlaere, L. (2017). The sensible health care professional: a 
care ethical perspective on the role of caregivers in emotionally turbulent practices. 
Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, 20(4), 483-493. 
Campbell, D. (2009). Trust in politicians hits an all-time low. The Guardian. Retrieved from 
www.theguardian.com. URL: https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2009/sep/27/trust-
politicians-all-time-low 
Ciulla, J. B. (2009). Leadership and the ethics of care. Journal of Business Ethics, 88(1), 3-4. 
doi:10.1007/s10551-009-0105-1 
Ciulla, J. B. (Ed.). (2014). Ethics, the heart of leadership. ABC-CLIO. 
Ciulla, J. B., Price, T. L., & Murphy, S. E. (2005). The quest for moral leaders: Essays on 
leadership ethics. Edward Elgar Publishing. 
Ciulla, J. B., Uhl-Bien, M., & Werhane, P. H. (2013). Leadership ethics. Sage. 
Clark, P. A., Drain, M., & Malone, M. P. (2003). Addressing patients’ emotional and spiritual 
needs. The Joint Commission Journal on Quality and Safety, 29(12), 659-670. 
 
 
Collinson, V., Killeavy, M., & Stephenson, H. J. (1998). Exemplary Teachers: Practicing an 
Ethic of Care in England, Ireland, and the United States. ERIC. ERIC Number: 
ED423217 (non-journal) 
Darr, B., & Kibbey, T. (2016). Pronouns and thoughts on neutrality: Gender concerns in 
modern grammar. Pursuit-The Journal of Undergraduate Research at the University of 
Tennessee, 7(1), 10. 
Europa Nu (2019). CBS: Nederlanders hebben meer vertrouwen in politiek en EU. Europa 
Nu. Retrieved from www.europa-nu.nl on March 29, 2019. URL: www.europa-
nu.nl/id/vkwq7cvio0un/nieuws/cbs_nederlanders_hebben_meer_vertrouwen 
Firestone, W. A. (1993). Alternative Arguments for Generalizing from Data as Applied to 
Qualitative Research. Educational Researcher, 22(4), 16–23. 
Gabriel, Y. (2014). The caring leader – what followers expect of their leaders and why? 
Leadership, 11(3), 316-334. doi:10.1177/1742715014532482 
Gilligan, C. (1977). In a different voice: Women's conceptions of self and of morality. 
Harvard educational review, 47(4), 481-517. 
Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Gini, A. (1997). Moral leadership: An overview. Journal of Business Ethics, 16(3), 323-330. 
Gravells, J. (2012). Leaders who care - the chief executives' view of leadership in social 
enterprises: Natural aptitude versus learning and development. Human Resource 
Development International, 15(2), 227-238. doi:10.1080/13678868.2012.658633 
 
 
Hamington, M. (2011). Care ethics, knowledge management, and the learning organization. In 
Hamington, M. & Sander-Staudt, M. (Eds.), Applying care ethics to business (pp. 245-
257). Springer Science & Business Media. 
Hamington, M., & Sander-Staudt, M. (Eds.). (2011). Applying care ethics to business (Vol. 
34). Springer Science & Business Media. 
Hawk, T. F. (2011). An ethic of care: A relational ethic for the relational characteristics of 
organizations. In Hamington, M. & Sander-Staudt, M. (Eds.), Applying care ethics to 
business (pp. 3-34). Springer Science & Business Media. 
Held, V. (2015) ‘Care and Justice, still’. In: Daniel Engster & Maurice Hamington (eds.), 
Care Ethics & Political Theory (pp. 19-36)  
Hermann, C. P. (2001). Spiritual needs of dying patients: a qualitative study. In Oncology 
nursing forum (Vol. 28, No. 1). 
Ipsos MORI (2017). Trust in Professions: Long-term trends. Retrieved form www.ipsos.com 
on March 26, 2019. URL: www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/trust-professions-long-term-
trends 
Ito, A., & Bligh, M. C. (2016). Feeling vulnerable? disclosure of vulnerability in the 
charismatic leadership relationship. Journal of Leadership Studies, 10(3), 66-70. 
doi:10.1002/jls.21492 
Jensen, S. (2019). (Ebook) Goeroes: mijn zoektocht naar de verleidingen en gevaren van 
moderne spiritualiteit [E-reader: Kindle for PC]. Amsterdam: Hollands Diep 
 
 
Feder Kittay (1999). Love’s Labor. Essays on Women, Equality, and Dependency. 
London/New York: Routledge. 
Kohlberg, L. (1971). Stages of moral development. Moral education, 1(51), 23-92. 
Kuhn, T. S. (1962). The structure of scientific revolutions. Chicago and London. 
Kunneman, H. P. J. M. (2012). Het belang van moreel kapitaal in zorg en welzijn. Paul 
Cremerslezing 2012. 
Larson, C. L., & Murtadha, K. (2002). Leadership for social justice. Yearbook of the National 
Society for the Study of Education, 101(1), 134-161. 
Laub, J. (2018). Leveraging the Power of Servant Leadership. USA: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Leget C. (2007). Retrieving the Ars moriendi tradition. Medicine Health, Care and 
Philosophy vol 10, 313-319. 
Leget, C. J. W. (2013). Zorg om betekenis. Over zorgethiek en spirituele zorg, in het bijzonder 
in relatie tot de palliatieve zorg. (Oration) Amsterdam: SWP. 
Leget, C. J. W., Daelen, M. van & Swart, S. (2013). Spirituele zorg in de kaderopleiding 
Palliatieve Zorg. Tijdschrift voor Ouderengeneeskunde, 2013, 146-149. 
Leget, C., van Nistelrooij, I., & Visse, M. (2019). Beyond demarcation: Care ethics as an 
interdisciplinary field of inquiry. Nursing ethics, 26(1), 17-25. 
Lines, D. (2002). Counseling within a new spiritual paradigm. Journal of Humanistic 
Psychology, 42(3), 102-123. 
 
 
Linstead, S. Fulop, L., & Lilley, S. (2009. First edition: 2004). Management and 
Organisation. A critical text. 2nd edition. US: Palgrave Mcmillan. 
Low, K. C. P., & Ang, S. L. (2012). Leaders who care, the confucian perspective. 
International Journal of Business and Social Research, 2(3), 99-108. 
doi:10.18533/ijbsr.v2i3.180 
Maak, T., & Pless, N. M. (2006). Responsible leadership in a stakeholder society–a relational 
perspective. Journal of business ethics, 66(1), 99-115. 
Nelson, J. A. (2011). Care ethics and markets: A view from feminist economics. In 
Hamington, M. & Sander-Staudt, M. (Eds.), Applying care ethics to business (pp. 35-53). 
Springer Science & Business Media. 
Nicholson, J., & Kurucz, E. (2017). Relational leadership for sustainability: Building an 
ethical framework from the moral theory of ‘ethics of care’. Journal of Business Ethics, 
1-19. 
Oxford (2019). English Living Dictionary, definition of guru. Oxford University Press: 
retrieved from www.Oxforddictionaries.com on March 27, 2019. URL: 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/guru 
Pedler, M. (2011). Leadership, risk and the imposter syndrome. Action Learning: Research 
and Practice 8:2, pages 89-91. 
Ricoeur, P. (1994). Oneself as another. University of Chicago Press. 
Roulston, K., & Shelton, S. A. (2015). Reconceptualizing bias in teaching qualitative research 
methods. Qualitative Inquiry, 21(4), 332-342. 
 
 
Sander-Staudt, M. (2011). Care as a corporate virtue. In Hamington, M. & Sander-Staudt, M. 
(Eds.), Applying care ethics to business (pp. 259-277). Springer Science & Business 
Media. 
Sander-Staudt, M., (n.d.). Care Ethics. Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved from 
https://www.iep.utm.edu/ on February 15, 2019. URL: 
http://www.iep.utm.edu/care-eth/ 
Simola, S. (2011). Elucidating the role of care in ethical decision-making and action. In 
Hamington, M. & Sander-Staudt, M. (Eds.), Applying care ethics to business (pp. 127-
140). Springer Science & Business Media. 
Simola, S. K., Barling, J., & Turner, N. (2010). Transformational leadership and leader moral 
orientation. The Leadership Quarterly, 21(1), 188. doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2009.10.013 
Simola, S., Barling, J., & Turner, N. (2012). Transformational leadership and leaders' mode of 
care reasoning. Journal of Business Ethics, 108(2), 229-237. 
Smit, B., & Scherman, V. (2016). A case for relational leadership and an ethics of care for 
counteracting bullying at schools. South African Journal of Education, 36(4), 1-9. 
doi:10.15700/saje.v36n4a1312 
Terjesen, A. (2011). Adam Smith cared, so why can’t modern economics?: the foundations 
for care ethics in early economic theory. In Hamington, M. & Sander-Staudt, M. (Eds.), 
Applying care ethics to business (pp. 55-72). Springer Science & Business Media. 




Tronto, J. C. (2010). Creating caring institutions: Politics, plurality, and purpose. Ethics and 
social welfare, 4(2), 158-171. 
Tronto, J. C. (2013). Caring democracy: Markets, equality, and justice. NYU Press. 
Van der Braak, A. F. M. (2006). Goeroes en charisma: Het riskante pad van leraar en 
leerling. Haarlem: Altamira Press. 
Verweij, D. E. M. (2011). Do You Care? Leadership and Care Ethics. Radboud Repository of 
the Radboud University Nijmegen. Retrieved from www.ru.nl on January 22, 2019. URL: 
https://repository.ubn.ru.nl/bitstream/handle/2066/157406/157406.pdf 
Vetter, L. P., 2010. Overview: Feminist theories of leadership. In O’Connor, K., (ed). Gender 
and women’s leadership: A reference handbook. (Vol. 1) SAGE 
Walker, M. U. (2007; first published 1989). (Ebook) Moral understandings: A feminist study 
in ethics [E-reader: Kindle for PC]. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Warrier, M. (2003). Guru choice and spiritual seeking in contemporary India. International 
Journal of Hindu Studies, 7(1), 31-54. 
Watson, J., Porter-O’Grady, T., Horton-Deutsch, S., & Malloch, K. (2018). Quantum caring 
leadership: Integrating quantum leadership with caring science. Nursing Science 
Quarterly, 31(3), 253-258. doi:10.1177/0894318418774893 
Woollett, L. (2018). The C-word: what are we saying when we talk about cults? The 









Appendix A: Literature Search 
In the top rows of the tables, searched-for keywords can be found. In the left column, you will 
find the search engine I used and how many search results I have looked at. All findings I 
deemed relevant for my research, I have noted down in the white content cells by name and 
author. These names and authors can be found in the references. If a cell is left empty, it means 
no search has been carried out for the combination of those keywords and that search engine. 
The date of the literature search can be found in the top left corner. 
 
Note: To promote readability, only the first author’s name is shown in this overview. For a more 
elaborate description of the literature, see the references. 
 
Based on this literature search, I have found care being linked to leadership in the fields of 
nursing, education, organisation, business, politics, and management. While some studies link 
leadership to care as a non-ethical concept27, other studies link leadership to care as an ethical 
concept, yet don’t link to care ethics28. Studies that linked leadership specifically to care ethics 
were rarer and are listed in Appendix B. 
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Through snowballing the following literature has been found as well: 
 
Table 5: Literature found through the snowballing method 
Literature Details snowballing/search 
● Ciulla, J. B., Uhl-Bien, M., & Werhane, 
P. H. (2013). Leadership ethics. Sage. 
● Ciulla, J. B., Price, T. L., & Murphy, S. E. 
(2005). The quest for moral leaders: 
Essays on leadership ethics. Edward 
Elgar Publishing. 
● Maak, T., & Pless, N. M. (2006). 
Responsible leadership in a stakeholder 
society–a relational perspective. Journal 
of business ethics, 66(1), 99-115. 
● Date found: Feb. 6th 
● Found in: Google Scholar with 
search terms ‘ciulla leadership 
care’. The first 10 results have 
been looked at. 
● Relevance: Professor Ciulla is 
often cited with regards to ethics 
and leadership. She has been 
described as a leader and pioneer in 
the field of leadership ethics. Maak 
& Pless were found in the same 
search and their relevance concerns 
them explicitly and elaborately 
linking care ethics to leadership. 
 
● Vetter, L. P., 2010. Overview: Feminist 
theories of leadership. In O’Connor, K., 
(ed). Gender and women’s leadership: A 
reference handbook. (Vol. 1) SAGE 
● Date found: Feb. 27th.  
● Found in: Smit & Serman, 2016 





20 Studies were subjected to further analysis, of which 12 were selected for this research based 
on their topic’s relevance (being: care ethics and leadership): 
 




























Ciulla, J. B., Uhl-
Bien, M., & 
Werhane, P. H. 
(2013) 
Abreu Pederzini, G. 
(2018) 




 Ciulla, J. B., 
Price, T. L., & 
Murphy, S. E. 
(2005) 
Gravells, J. (2012) Ciulla, J. B. (2009).  
  Ito, A., & Bligh, M. 
C. (2016). 
Gabriel, Y. (2014)  
  Low, K. C. P. & 
Ang, S. L. (2013) 
Hamington, M., & Sander-
Staudt, M. (Eds.). (2011) 
 
   Larson, C. L., & Murtadha, 
K. (2002). 
 
   Maak, T., & Pless, N. M. 
(2006) 
 
   Nicholson, J., & Kurucz, E. 
(2017) 
 
   Simola, S. K., Barling, J., & 




   Simola, S., Barling, J., & 
Turner, N. (2012) 
 
   Smit, B., & Scherman, V. 
(2016). 
 
   Verweij, D. E. M. (2011)  






Appendix B: Literature on Care Ethics and Leadership 
Resulting from the literature search (see appendix A), the following studies have been found to 
connect leadership to care ethics. See the references for more publication details. 
 
Articles 
Atwijuka, S., & Caldwell, C. (2017) 
Ciulla, J. B. (2009) 
Gabriel, Y. (2014) 
Larson, C. L., & Murtadha, K. (2002) 
Maak, T., & Pless, N. M. (2006) 
Nicholson, J., & Kurucz, E. (2017) 
Simola, S. K., Barling, J., & Turner, N. (2010) 
Simola, S., Barling, J., & Turner, N. (2012) 
Smit, B., & Scherman, V. (2016) 
Verweij, D. E. M. (2011) 
 
Books 
Hamington, M., & Sander-Staudt, M. (Eds.). (2011). Including: Hawks (2011), Nelson (2011), 
Terjeson (2011), Simola (2011), Hamington (2011), Sander-Staudt (2011) 
Vetter, L. P. (2010)  
 
 
Appendix C: Definitions 
C.1. Leadership 
Unfortunately, the literature analyzed for this research does not offer a clear definition of leader 
or leadership. And as views on what leadership is have shifted nearly every decade in the last 
century, defining leadership has proven not to be a simple task (Linstead, Fulop, & Lilley, 2009). 
On the one hand, Yukl, Doctor of Philosophy and Industrial-Organizational Psychology, 
contends that leadership is a social construct, highly subjective, and could better not be defined 
in order to foster new ways of seeing it (Yukl, as cited in Linstead et al., 2009; in Laub, 2018). 
On the other hand, using consistent definitions helps to be clearly understood, avoid confusion, 
and research effectively (Laub, 2018, pp.45-48). For this reason, this research formulates a 
definition of leadership, yet remains open to the possibility of a necessary adjustment or 
redefinition. 
 
Laub, professor of leadership, dedicates a chapter of his book (Laub, 2018) on defining 
leadership and its subsets; leader and follower. He defines leadership as ‘an intentional change 
process through which leaders and followers, joined by a shared purpose, initiate action to pursue 
a common vision’ (Laub, 2019, p.62). He points out an important distinction in the general 
approaches to defining the subsets leader and follower. First, there is positional leadership, based 
on power and hierarchy, in which ‘the positional leader is one who has an appointed or elected 
authority role within a group or organization.’ (p.45). This positional definition of leadership is 
criticized by Laub and others (e.g., Gini, 1997) with the argument that someone in a powerful 
position, might not possess the right leadership qualities or take the actions that are associated 
with leadership. ‘We have all occasionally encountered top persons who couldn’t lead a squad of 
seven-year-olds to the ice cream counter.’ (Gardner in Gini, 1997, p.324). Laub, therefore, 
prefers the action-based approach to defining leadership, in which leader and follower are not 
seen as positions, but roles that can and do switch amongst different actors in different positions. 
The leader, then, is the one who at that moment ‘sees a vision, takes action toward the vision, 
and mobilizes others to become partners in pursuing change.’ (Laub, 2018, p.59). While the 
followers are the ones who at that moment ‘voluntarily and actively engage in the leadership 
 
 
process by responding to the leader’s initiative to identify shared purpose, vision, and action 
toward change.’ (p.64). 
 
However, ‘in most discussions of leaders and followers, there is an unspoken assumption that we 
are dealing with positional leaders and positional followers.’ (Laub, 2018, p.51). This would be 
based on the automatic assumption of hierarchy of position (Laub, 2018). Indeed, in the literature 
on leadership and care ethics that has been reviewed for this research (e.g., Ciulla, 2009; 
Hamington & Sander-Staudt, 2011; Maak & Pless, 2006; Simola, Barling & Turner, 2010, 
2012), as well as the literature on the leadership of gurus (Braak, 2006; Jensen, 2019), an implicit 
positional approach to leadership is followed. The studies do not speak of the positional 
followers leading, nor do they speak of the way positional leaders follow. Instead, the studies 
only deal with positional leaders’ way of leading, and positional followers’ way of following. As 
this research aims to compare these different studies’ perspectives on leadership, it is most 
practical to adhere to the same positional approach. 
 
Furthermore, and even more importantly, as this research zooms in on leadership of gurus, it is 
important to notice that the guru-student relationship is a hierarchical one (Jensen, 2019; Van de 
Braak, 2006). The guru (positional leader) and student (positional follower) cannot simply swap 
positions and corresponding roles of leading and following respectively. While the action-based 
definition of leadership does not include a critical awareness of power, the positional approach 
does. As problematized in the social relevance section (Ch.1.2), the unethical conduct of (guru) 
leaders is an abuse of power. Thus, following the positional approach to defining leader and 
leadership is more suited for this research as it sensitizes to unequal power positions. 
 
In conclusion, while defining leadership as ‘an intentional change process through which leaders 
and followers, joined by a shared purpose, initiate action to pursue a common vision’ (Laub, 
2019, p.62), this research defines leaders and followers as positional, with the leader being the 





The Oxford dictionary offers two definitions of the word guru: (1) A Hindu spiritual teacher. 
And (2) An influential teacher or popular expert (Oxford, 2019). Jensen (2019) clarifies this 
distinction. She explains that the guru, ‘literally: someone who guides you from darkness to 
light’ (Ch.2) is traditionally a wise teacher, similar to teachers and coaches in our current 
Western society. Yet the term guru has been ‘devalued’ and is now also used for anyone who is 
(temporarily) popular or profiles themselves with an idea. These don’t have to be Hindu gurus, 
like the first Oxford definition suggests, but can also be ‘management gurus’ or ‘diet gurus’ 
(Ch.2), which is in line with the second Oxford definition. However, Jensen and Van der Braak 
neither reflect on non-spiritual teachers such as ‘diet gurus’, nor on Hindu spiritual teachers only. 
Thus, a definition of guru is needed that is neither too narrow by only encompassing Hindu 
spiritual teachers, nor too broad to be addressed by this research by encompassing all influential 
teachers or popular experts. Such a definition can be found in Van der Braak (2006). He 
describes a guru as someone who has a vision or direct connection with the divine because of 
which they can answer existential questions, and who guides others on their path. Two key 
features of a guru are (i) the proclamation of a message (whether that be an existing religious 
message coming down from a lineage of teachers, or a radical new idea that might even oppose 
existing religious ideas), and (ii) a crowd of followers thanks to the charisma of the guru (Van 
der Braak, 2006). Thus, for this research, the employed definition of guru is a teacher with a 
spiritual or religious message and a crowd of followers.  
 
 
Appendix D: Analysis Tables 
The analysis tables belong to the third sub-question and the results of the analysis are described 
in Ch.5. Analysis Table 1 compares the literature on guru leadership (Van der Braak, 2006; 
Jensen, 2019) with the literature on care ethics and leadership29. Analysis Table 2 contains a 
comparison between the literature on guru leadership (Van der Braak, 2006; Jensen, 2019) and 
Tronto’s (1993, 2013) and Walker’s (2007) work on power. 
 
For compactness, literature references have been omitted from the analysis tables. The literature 
references can be retrieved by looking up the text sections each specific cell refers to. A legend is 
presented beneath both tables. 
 







 See Appendix B for the list of literature on care ethics and leadership. 
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Name: Els van de Schoot 
Birth: 27-07-1994 
Nationality: Dutch 
Residency: Utrecht, Netherlands 
Past education: VWO, Ba. Humanistics 
Current education: Ma. Care Ethics, Ma. Spiritual Care 
 
Spirituality in my Life 
During the last ten years of my life, I have experienced 
spirituality in many ways. I have been following teachers, as well as being followed by others. 
 
Following 
From the age of 16 onward, I have visited spiritual festivals/gatherings, workshops, lectures, 
ceremonies, weekly meditation groups, and spiritual groups specifically for young people. Some 
of my favourite spiritual books have been on Yoga, New Age, Breatharianism, lucid dreaming, 
and Buddhism, with some of my favourite teachers/channelers being Jan Geurtz, Bentinho 
Massaro, Matt Kahn, Teal Swan, Abraham Hicks, Orin, Jasmuheen, and currently: Leo Gura. I 
followed online courses and watched (probably hundreds of hours of) video lectures from the 
teachers I liked. I have even flown to other continents to visit retreats from my favourite spiritual 
teachers (see image above: immersed in meditation/prayer during Bentinho Massaro’s ‘Eye of 
the Storm Retreat’ in Sedona, Arizona, US, 2016). After travelling and experiencing several 
teachers and retreats, I became disappointed with the results in terms of gained spiritual insight 
and personal development. I also felt that there was not enough proof or reasons backing up the 
teachings I was following. Tired of attempting to believe, see and feel things, I wanted to have 
sure knowledge and stopped most of my former following-activities. For the last 2 years, most of 
my spiritual journey has been private daily yoga practice, meditation, and contemplation. 
 
 
Recently I have started studying Islam, inspired by my Islamic partner. Further, this year I will 
start a Master’s in interreligious Spiritual Care. 
 
Followed 
In 2012, my sister (Loes van de Schoot) and I started a website called ‘CommitHappiness’. We 
shared the lessons we learned from life through blog articles, guided meditations on YouTube, 
and offline workshops. Especially the YouTube meditations easily reached thousands of people. 
In 2013, I followed a training to become a Laughter Yoga teacher, and have given laughter yoga 
sessions ever since. Under my sister’s persistent nurturance, CommitHappiness became a 
thriving online company. She was given a spot in the article ‘Girl Gurus’, published by 
Happinez, the most popular spiritual magazine of the Netherlands. However, our approaches had 
started to differ and in 2016, I left CommitHappiness and started a new business: InevitableBliss. 
I created online courses (that became popular amongst thousands on online courses platform 
Udemy), guided meditation-videos, coaching videos, gave workshops, and more. In 2018, I 
hosted an online summit with the theme ‘Home in Myself’, featuring webinars of about 25 
spiritual teachers speaking on how to love being yourself. Some discontent has become 
increasingly present in my work, however. Though many people send me positive reviews, I am 
aware that many others do not let me know whether the content I produced helped them. ‘Could I 
be wasting people’s time?’ ‘Could it be that I’m giving them bad advice, sending them unto the 
wrong path?’ ‘Am I perhaps embarrassing myself with this ‘woo-woo’ content?’. At the 
moment, I am happy to become a spiritual care-giver, learning a profession under the supervision 
of experienced practitioners, and having the person I’m helping right in front of me so that I have 
a better idea on how they experience it. The ways in which my online work can reach thousands, 
though, remains a tempting factor. In a world full of immorality and suffering, I’m just hoping to 
make not just a difference, but a big difference. 
